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Introducing Connect 360

Welcome to Connect 360: All the Bible for All of Life from BaptistWay Press®. 
Connect 360 communicates our mission to connect people to God through 
his word. Our Bible study materials are designed to equip people everywhere 
to discover biblical truth, to believe the truth revealed in the Bible, and to 
live out this truth in their everyday lives. You see this represented in our 
“Discover-Believe-Live” logo which outlines this discipleship process.
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Discover. Believe. Live.
A discipleship strategy focused on  
discovering, believing, and living  

out the truths of the Bible.

360
All the Bible for All of Life

Connect 360 exists to show all of
the Bible as instrumental in revealing  

God’s purpose and plan for life.

As evidenced in our tagline “All the Bible for All of Life,” we believe God’s 
word provides the wisdom and guidance we need to accomplish his will in 
the world. We also believe the Bible contains the truth we need to meet the 
challenges of life. We’re excited to unveil this new look as we continue to 
provide trusted, biblical resources for you and your church. 

Since 1999, BaptistWay Press® has published high quality Bible study 
resources, written by trusted Baptist authors. We commit to you to continue 
producing the same quality studies you expect from BaptistWay, written 
by Baptists who remain true to the biblical text and its interpretation. We 
believe all of the Bible, in its proper context, can teach and guide every part 
of our lives. Our mission is to help you and your church Discover the Truth 
of Scripture, Believe it, and Live it out every day. Welcome to Connect 360.
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How to Make the Best 
Use of This Issue

Whether you’re the teacher or a student—

1. Start early in the week before your class meets.

2. Overview the study. Review the table of contents and read the study 
introduction. Try to see how each lesson relates to the overall study.

3. Use your Bible to read and consider prayerfully the Scripture pas-
sages for the lesson. (You’ll see that each writer has chosen a favorite 
translation for the lessons in this issue. You’re free to use the Bible 
translation you prefer and compare it with the translation chosen for 
that unit, of course.)

4. After reading all the Scripture passages in your Bible, then read the 
writer’s comments. The comments are intended to be an aid to your 
study of the Bible.

5. Read the small articles—“sidebars”—in each lesson. They are intended 
to provide additional, enrichment information and inspiration and to 
encourage thought and application.

6. Try to answer for yourself the questions included in each lesson. 
They’re intended to encourage further thought and application, and 
they can also be used in the class session itself.

If you’re the teacher—
Do all of the things just mentioned, of course. As you begin the study with 
your class, be sure to find a way to help your class know the date on which 
each lesson will be studied. Here are some suggestions to guide your lesson 
preparation:
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A. In the first session of the study, briefly overview the study by iden-
tifying for your class the date on which each lesson will be studied. 
Lead your class to write the date in the table of contents on page 9 and 
on the first page of each lesson.
• Make and post a chart that indicates the date on which each lesson 

will be studied.
• If all of your class has e-mail, send them an e-mail with the dates 

the lessons will be studied.
• Provide a bookmark with the lesson dates. You may want to include 

information about your church and then use the bookmark as an 
outreach tool, too. A model for a bookmark can be downloaded from 
www.baptistwaypress.org under the “Teacher Helps” menu.

• Develop a sticker with the lesson dates, and place it on the table of 
contents or on the back cover.

• Get a copy of the Teaching Guide, a companion piece to this Study 
Guide. The Teaching Guide contains additional Bible comments plus 
two teaching plans. The teaching plans in the Teaching Guide are 
intended to provide practical, easy-to-use teaching suggestions that 
will work in your class.

B. After you’ve studied the Bible passage, the lesson comments, and 
other material, use the teaching suggestions in the Teaching Guide 
to help you develop your plan for leading your class in studying each 
lesson.

C. Teaching resource items for use as handouts are available free at 
www.baptistwaypress.org.

D. Additional Bible study comments on the lessons are available online. 
Call 1–866–249–1799 or e-mail baptistway@texasbaptists.org to 
order the Premium Commentary. It is available only in electronic 
format (PDF) from our website, www.baptistwaypress.org. The price 
of these comments for the entire study is $5 per person. A church or 
class that participates in our advance order program for free shipping 
can receive the Premium Commentary free. Call 1–866–249–1799 or 
see www.baptistwaypress.org to purchase or for information on par-
ticipating in our free shipping program for the next study.
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E. Additional teaching plans are also available in electronic format 
(PDF) by calling 1–866–249–1799. The price of these additional 
teaching plans for the entire study is $5 per person. A church or class 
that participates in our advance order program for free shipping can 
receive the Premium Teaching Plans free. Call 1–866–249–1799 or see 
www.baptistwaypress.org for information on participating in our free 
shipping program for the next study.

F. Enjoy leading your class in discovering the meaning of the Scripture 
passages and in applying these passages to their lives.

Do you use a Kindle?

This Connect 360 Bible Study Guide plus Created for Relationships; 14 

Habits of Highly Effective Disciples; Guidance for the Seasons of Life; 

Living Generously for Jesus’ Sake; Profiles in Character; Exodus: Liberated 

for Life in Covenant with God; Choices & Consequences (Joshua/

Judges); Psalms: Songs from the Heart of Faith; Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, 

Micah; Jeremiah and Ezekiel; Jesus: King or Concierge? (Matthew); The 

Gospel of Mark: People Responding to Jesus; The Gospel of Luke: Jesus’ 

Personal Touch; The Gospel of John: Believe in Jesus and Live!; The 

Book of Romans: A Gospel-Centered Worldview; The Book of Acts: Time 

to Act on Acts 1:8; The Corinthian Letters: Imperatives for an Imperfect 

Church; Hebrews and the Letters of Peter; and Letters to the Ephesians 

and Timothy are now available in a Kindle edition. The easiest way to 

find these materials is to search for “BaptistWay” on your Kindle or go to 

www.amazon.com/kindle and do a search for “BaptistWay.” The Kindle 

edition can be studied not only on a Kindle but also on a PC, Mac, iPhone, 

iPad, Blackberry, or Android device using the Kindle app available free 

from amazon.com/kindle.
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Introducing

Faith > Fear

Approaching This Study of Faith > Fear

What are you afraid of? Spiders (arachnophobia), snakes (ophidiophobia), 
heights (acrophobia), crowded places (agoraphobia), germs (mysophobia), 
death (thanatophobia), or any of a myriad number of cringe-inducing people, 
animals, or situations? A quick glance at the television news programs can 
also be a frightening experience as reports detail the latest terror threat, 
hideous acts of violence, racism, economic downturns, job losses, disease, 
etc. What are we to do?

Fear can wreak havoc in our lives. It can be the source of physical, mental, 
emotional, and spiritual pain that shortens lives and robs people of joy. This 
type of debilitating fear first revealed itself in Genesis 3 when Adam and Eve 
chose to sin and then later tried to hide from God to cover their shame. We 
have been living with fear (and in fear) ever since.

Fortunately, we have a Savior who is well aware of our propensity to fear, 
and is the one in whom we can find faith that is greater than our fears. Of 
the 125 commands of Jesus recorded in the Bible, the topic he most often 
addressed with imperatives was fear, encouraging his followers to “Fear not,” 
or to “Take courage.”

The Old Testament writers speak to fear as well. Psalm 56:3–4 says,
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When I am afraid, I will trust in you. In God, whose word I praise, 
in God I trust; I will not be afraid. What can mortal man do to me?

This study consists of thirteen lessons focused on the topic of fear. 
Each lesson will address a specific aspect related to fear, explore the causes 
and consequences of the fear, and suggest remedies for defeating the fear 
through faith in God and his word. It is time for Christ-followers to cast off 
the shackles of fear, to take hold of their faith, and to confidently step into 
God’s calling for each part of their lives. Doing so will create kingdom impact 
and encourage fellow Christians.

Each summer our BaptistWay Bible Study series focuses on a biblical 
theme. For a complete list of our studies see www.baptistwaypress.org.

Studying These Lessons

Fear is such a common human experience, and yes Christians aren’t immune 
from its effects. As Max Lucado has written, in referencing the story of Jesus 
being asleep on the boat when the storm arose (Matthew 8:23–27):

Christ-followers contract malaria, bury children, and battle addic-
tions, and as a result, face fears. It’s not the absence of storms that 
sets us apart. It’s whom we discover in the storm: an unstirred 
Christ.1

Perhaps more than ever people need to know that they don’t have to 
be paralyzed by their fears. Fear is one of the schemes the enemy uses to 
discourage us from becoming all that God has created us to be, and to keep 
us from embracing risks in our faith to further the cause of Christ. Listen 
to some of God’s encouraging words for us to embrace as we face our fears:

For God did not give us a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of power, of 
love and of self-discipline. (2 Timothy 1:7).
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So do not fear, for I am with you; do not be dismayed, for I am your 
God. I will strengthen you and help you; I will uphold you with my 
righteous right hand (Isaiah 41:10).

I sought the Lord, and he answered me; he delivered me from all my 
fears (Psalm 34:4).

But now, this is what the Lord says—he who created you, O Jacob, 
he who formed you, O Israel: “Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I 
have summoned you by name; you are mine. When you pass through 
the waters, I will be with you; and when you pass through the rivers, 
they will not sweep over you. When you walk through the fire, you 
will not be burned; the flames will not set you ablaze. For I am the 
Lord, your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Savior; I give Egypt for 
your ransom, Cush and Seba in your stead (Isaiah 43:1–3).

The Nature of Fear

Fear can be a good thing, it can warn us of impending danger and lead us to 
make wise choices. And fear, when it is referring to a “reverential awe” of our 
God and his word, is always appropriate. Unfortunately, it seems as if the 
most common experiences we have with fear are not quite so positive.

Lucado goes on to state,

Fear, at its center, is a perceived loss of control. When life spins 
wildly, we grab for a component of life we can manage: our diet, the 
tidiness of a house, the armrest of a plane, or, in many cases, people. 
The more insecure we feel, the meaner we become. We growl and 
bare our fangs. Why? Because we are bad? In part. But also because 
we feel cornered.2

Have you ever responded to fear in a similar manner? We don’t have to 
react in anger. As you study these lessons, let God’s word guide you and equip 
you to face the fear of overwhelming obstacles, hopelessness, prejudice, and 
even death. May you come away from this study with greater conviction to 



14 FAITH > FEAR

trust in God’s power and provision and to step into each day with a renewed 
confidence through your faith in Christ. Such faith truly is greater than fear.

FAITH > FEAR

Lesson 1 Fear: A Result of the Fall Genesis 3:1–19

Lesson 2 Fear of God’s Assignment Exodus 3:7–15; 4:1–17

Lesson 3 Fear of Overwhelming 
Obstacles

Numbers 13:26–14:9

Lesson 4 Fear Leading to Hopelessness 1 Kings 19:1–5, 9b–18

Lesson 5 Fear of Retribution Esther 4:4–17; 7:1–6

Lesson 6 Fear of Delivering an Unpopular 
Message

Jeremiah 1

Lesson 7 Fearing God Rather Than 
People

Daniel 3:1–2, 8–18, 26–29

Lesson 8 Fear Motivated by Prejudice Jonah 1:1–3; 3:1–5, 10; 4:1–11

Lesson 9 Fear of Unmet Needs Luke 12:22–34

Lesson 10 Fear of Suffering Matthew 26:36–46

Lesson 11 Fear of Being Identified with 
Jesus

Luke 22:54–62

Lesson 12 Fear of Death 1 Corinthians 15:50–58

Lesson 13 Fear of Witnessing Acts 4:1–22

Additional Resources for Studying Faith > Fear3

Jon Acuff. Start: Punch Fear in the Face, Escape Average, Do Work That 

Matters. Brentwood, Tennessee: Lampo Press, 2013.

Kenneth L. Barker and John R. Kohlenberger III. The Expositor’s Bible 

Commentary – Abridged Edition: New Testament. Grand Rapids, 

Michigan: Zondervan, 1994.

Bruce Barton, Philip Comfort, Grant Osborne, Linda K. Taylor, and Dave 

Veerman. Life Application New Testament Commentary. Carol Stream, 

Illinois: Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 2001.

William Fay and Linda Evans Shepherd. Share Jesus Without Fear. Nashville, 

Tennessee: B&H Publishing Group, 1999.

Craig S. Keener. IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament. 

Downers Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 1993.
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Max Lucado. Fearless: Imagine Your Life Without Fear. Nashville, Tennessee: 

Thomas Nelson, 2009.

———. You’ll Get Through This. Nashville, Tennessee: Thomas Nelson, 2013.

A.T. Robertson. Word Pictures in the New Testament: Concise Edition. 

Nashville, Tennessee: Holman Bible Publishers, 2000.

Spiros Zodhiates and Warren Baker. Hebrew-Greek Key Word Study Bible, 

New International Version. Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 1996.

Edward T. Welch. Running Scared: Fear, Worry, and the God of Rest. 

Greensboro, North Carolina: New Growth Press, 2007.

Notes

1. https://maxlucado.com/read/excerpts/fearless/ (Accessed 7/7/2015).

2. Ibid.

3. Listing a book does not imply full agreement by the writers or BAPTISTWAY PRESS® 
with all of its comments.
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How did fear enter the world?
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To understand how fear is the result 
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Genesis 3:1–19

BACKGROUND

Genesis 2–3
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Introduction

Early in my senior year of high school, I developed a pronounced fear of 
death. One of my classmates committed suicide, and I began to worry about 
my death. I read whatever I could find about death. One article, in particular, 
caught my attention. The title could have summed up my testimony at the 
time: “Please God, don’t let me die. I’m only seventeen.” It was an article from 
the “Dear Abby” section of our newspaper.

Some of you may remember that advice column. My parents read it every 
day. For some reason, they showed me the column about death. I clipped it 
and stuck it in the back of my Bible. I read it numerous times. I was seven-
teen-years-old and afraid of death.

The good news is that my Sunday school teacher talked with me about 
my fear. He helped me come to a greater understanding of the gospel of 
Jesus Christ. As a senior in high school I accepted Jesus as my Savior, and he 
delivered me from my fear of death! It truly was a miracle.

Why was I afraid of death? Was I the only one with that fear? At the 
time, I was not aware of how widespread the fear of death is among the 
human family. I certainly had not given much thought to the origin of that 
fear in human history.

Are you unnaturally afraid of death? Do you know someone who is? Do 
you understand how the fear of death arose in the human story? What are 
the theological implications of this conversation?

To fully grasp the depth of the topic of fear, in general, and fear of death, 
in particular; we have to go all the way back to the beginning of the human 
story. In the ancient account of creation in Genesis, we discover an explana-
tion of the origin of fear and its impact upon humanity.1

Genesis 3:1–19
1 Now the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild animals the 

Lord God had made. He said to the woman, “Did God really say, ‘You 

must not eat from any tree in the garden’?” 
2 The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat fruit from the trees 

in the garden, 3 but God did say, ‘You must not eat fruit from the tree 
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that is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you 

will die.’” 
4 “You will not surely die,” the serpent said to the woman. 5 “For God 

knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be 

like God, knowing good and evil.” 
6 When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food 

and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she 

took some and ate it. She also gave some to her husband, who was 

with her, and he ate it. 7 Then the eyes of both of them were opened, 

and they realized they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together 

and made coverings for themselves. 
8 Then the man and his wife heard the sound of the Lord God as he 

was walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and they hid from the 

Lord God among the trees of the garden. 9 But the Lord God called to 

the man, “Where are you?” 
10 He answered, “I heard you in the garden, and I was afraid because 

I was naked; so I hid.” 
11 And he said, “Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten 

from the tree that I commanded you not to eat from?” 
12 The man said, “The woman you put here with me—she gave me 

some fruit from the tree, and I ate it.” 
13 Then the Lord God said to the woman, “What is this you have 

done?” 

The woman said, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate.” 
14 So the Lord God said to the serpent, “Because you have done this, 

“Cursed are you above all the livestock 

and all the wild animals! 

You will crawl on your belly 

and you will eat dust 

all the days of your life. 
15 And I will put enmity 

between you and the woman, 

and between your offspring and hers; 

he will crush your head, 

and you will strike his heel.” 
16 To the woman he said, 

“I will greatly increase your pains in childbearing; 
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with pain you will give birth to children. 

Your desire will be for your husband, 

and he will rule over you.” 
17 To Adam he said, “Because you listened to your wife and ate from 

the tree about which I commanded you, ‘You must not eat of it,’”

Cursed is the ground because of you; 

through painful toil you will eat of it 

all the days of your life. 
18 It will produce thorns and thistles for you, 

and you will eat the plants of the field. 
19 By the sweat of your brow 

you will eat your food 

until you return to the ground, 

since from it you were taken; 

for dust you are 

and to dust you will return.”

Paradise (Genesis 1–2)

The opening pages of the Bible are spectacular on every level. From a liter-
ary perspective, the creation narratives of these pages are unparalleled in 
ancient history. The scope of the story is incredible. The Bible launches with 
the eternal God in the midst of his creative activity. Genesis 1 contains the 
macro story of creation. God created the great expanse of the universe and 
all of its inhabitants. Genesis 2 focuses on the micro story of humanity’s 
creation and early existence.

Genesis 2 is truly the story of paradise. God placed human beings in 
the Garden of Eden. These first humans were to bear God’s image, tend his 
garden, populate his world, and rule alongside him. The chapter concludes 
with a beautiful expression of innocence, “The man and his wife were both 
naked, and they felt no shame” (2:25).

Harmony characterized the paradise of the Garden of Eden. These first 
humans were in harmony with God, with their purpose for existence, with 
creation, and with one another. What could go wrong?
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Science and Genesis

Studying the Book of Genesis often leads to conversations about science 

and the Bible. Many often place the Genesis account of creation under 

the microscope of scientific inquiry. It is wise to note that the Bible is, 

first and foremost, a theologically oriented book. This statement does not 

imply the Bible is unable to withstand scientific inquiry. It can. However, 

our focal passage for today was not intended to offer a scientific expla-

nation of the human fossil record but to provide us with an accurate and 

sufficient explanation of a deeper reality: the introduction of sin and the 

fall of humanity.

In Romans 5:12–21, the Apostle Paul used this story to help us under-

stand the depravity of humanity. The sin introduced in Genesis 3 affected 

all human beings throughout history. This theological truth mandates 

the necessity of the atoning sacrifice of Jesus. Without the facts revealed 

in Genesis 3, we would not have the narrative that explains the sinful 

human condition of today.

Paradise Lost (Genesis 3:1–13)

Genesis 3 opens with a description of the serpent. He was “more crafty” 
than the other wild animals. And he was a created being, not some super-
natural being from another dimension. Also, note that Genesis 3 does not 
describe evil as an impersonal force. It is the story of rebellion. The serpent 
had rebelled against God, its creator. Now, he was inviting others to join him 
in his rebellion.

As a fallen creature, intrigue and deception laced the serpent’s method 
of temptation. He did not begin by arguing with the woman. Instead, he 
posed a question that cast doubt about God’s instructions. “Did God really 
say?”

Satan still uses this particularly deceptive tactic. We are often tempted 
to doubt God’s care for us. We can be led to doubt God’s goodness and his 
intentions. Just as Eve wondered about the motive behind God’s specific 
instructions, we may also be tempted to question God’s decisions. We like to 
be “in the know” and feel secure in our own knowledge. In fact, the fear of 
being left out can lead us toward rebellion. Adam and Eve had no reason to 
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doubt God’s goodness. However, they were susceptible to rebellious behavior 
when the serpent stirred those doubts. For us today, learning to trust God 
can help shield us from similar fate.

Eve’s response to the serpent’s question is interesting. She did not accu-
rately recall God’s original command. She enhanced God’s instructions with 
her comment about not even touching the tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil (3:3).

The serpent responded by tempting Eve to further doubt God. He played 
upon Eve’s openness to doubt God’s intentions (3:4–5). Again, this tactic 
exposes a weakness among human beings. The temptations to “be like God” 
and have our “eyes opened” are still applicable today.

As the story unfolds, Eve progressed (digressed) to the point of making 
judgments previously reserved for God. Until that time, God alone decided 
whether something was good. Without consulting God, Eve decided the fruit 
on the forbidden tree was pleasing and desirable. Her rebellion progressed 
to action when she took the fruit and ate it. Quickly, she shared it with her 
husband, and he joined her in rebellion (3:6).

The tree of knowledge was appropriately named. As soon as the first 
couple ate its fruit, “the eyes of both of them were opened” (3:7). However, 
this fruit led to the knowledge of evil, as well as good. Adam and Eve imme-
diately recognized some things.

Notice they realized they were naked (3:7). They already knew this, 
didn’t they? Recall that Genesis 2:25 confirms, “The man and his wife were 
both naked, and they felt no shame.” However, after eating this fruit, they 
recognized their nakedness and felt shame. So much so, they fashioned fig 
leaves to serve as coverings for their nakedness.

The English word naked derives its origins from two different Hebrew 
words. Although closely related, their meanings are a bit nuanced. In Genesis 
2:25, the Hebrew word used implies that Adam and Eve were not totally 
clothed in what we might consider a normal sense. For example, that same 
word is used in 1 Samuel 19:24 to refer to an instance when Samuel stripped 
off his outer garments and lay “naked” all day. However, the inference is that 
he was still wearing his inner garments.

It might be helpful to refer to Psalm 104:1–2 at this point. In these verses, 
God is clothed with splendor, majesty, and light. We also read in Psalm 8:5 
that God crowned humanity with glory and honor.
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Perhaps we might infer, in the perfect innocence of the Garden of Eden, 
these original humans were clothed with the glory of God’s original inten-
tions. They were in harmony with him, and his glory was on display through 
an innocent nakedness.

However, in Genesis 3, the writer used a different Hebrew word that is 
translated “naked.” This word is used throughout the Bible to refer to total 
exposure—and often, shameful exposure (Ezekiel 16:7, 22). In other words, 
this term is more direct and communicates an utter nakedness. The willful 
disobedience of Adam and Eve witnessed the departure of the original glory 
and splendor of their innocence, which was replaced by shameful nakedness.

Notice how Adam and Eve responded to this revelation. They immedi-
ately made coverings for their newly discovered nakedness (Gen. 3:7). When 
God searched for them in the cool of the day, they hid from him (3:8). Adam 
responded to God’s inquiry about their whereabouts with an admission of 
guilt and an expression of shame, “I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid” 
(3:9–10).

For the first time in history, fear infected the perfection of God’s cre-
ation. Human beings were afraid. They were afraid because they were 
ashamed. Instead of seeking fellowship with God and relishing their rela-
tionship with him, they were hiding—afraid of being found. Actually, they 
were afraid of being found out!

Facing Fear

• Fear is a common reality in the human family. The first step 

toward overcoming fear is to acknowledge its existence and 

search for its root causes in our lives.

• Acts 4:23–31 relates the story of how the early believers gathered 

and prayed together in the face of their real fears of isolation and 

persecution. We can learn from them. In the church, we need 

each other! Together, we need to pray for God’s strength to face 

our fears.

• Courage is not the absence of fear. Courage is the ability to forge 

ahead and refuse to be paralyzed by our fears.
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The interrogation and response recorded in Genesis 3:9–13 plays out like 
a courtroom scene. God asked the questions, and the defendants responded. 
Embedded in their responses were fear, blame, and shame. This couple on 
trial introduced to the world finger-pointing and passing the buck. It truly 
was a shameful day.

Judgment (Genesis 3:14–19)

God responded swiftly. He judged everyone involved. God first cursed the 
serpent and held him accountable as the instigator (3:14). Interwoven in the 
curse pronounced on the serpent, God announced a future victory (3:15). 
Scholars refer to this passage as the protoevangelium, the first hint of the 
gospel: the seed of the woman will crush the head of the serpent.

God quickly moved to the woman. She would still be blessed to give life, 
but pain would rack childbirth. And, her desire would be for her husband. 
This particular judgment has scarred human history. Obviously, the pain 
of childbirth is familiar to most mothers. However, the temptation to dis-
cover fulfillment and answer the deepest desire through a relationship with 
a human male has brought untold suffering to countless women. Instead of 
that desire being directed toward a perfect, loving God, many vulnerable 
women have been hurt by abusive men who have been more than ready to 
take advantage of them.

God included men in Eve’s judgment (3:16). From that day forward, men 
would be tempted to dominate women. Again, many family histories are 
filled with examples of dominating men who have abused vulnerable women.

God’s judgment on Adam was just as swift and painful. From that day 
on, men would labor to provide for their families. The ease of the Garden 
of Eden vanished. Humanity would sweat and suffer to provide sustenance 
(3:17–19).

God’s warning in Genesis 2:17 came true. Sin demanded death. Humanity 
would return to dust (Gen. 3:19). This state of affairs introduced another 
dimension of fear: Human beings would struggle with both the reality of 
death and the fear of their impending doom.

How quickly things declined from Genesis 2:25 to Genesis 3:19!
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Implications and Actions

God created human beings to bear his image, reflect his glory, and live in 
harmony with him. Certainly God expected the first man and woman to 
respect and reverence him. However, there was no basis for mistrust and 
fear. There were certainly no indications they would need to hide from God’s 
presence.

The introduction of sin into God’s creation as described in Genesis 3 is 
a sad story. Consequently, throughout history, shame, guilt, and fear have 
characterized humans. Today, those realities still grip us. Fear paralyzes 
many people. They are afraid of judgment, failure, isolation, and certainly 
death. These fears often result in damaging and unhealthy behaviors. All of 
this is a result of the fall of humanity.

Questions

1. How would you describe the effects of the fall of man?

2. What are some specific examples of how sin has affected families?
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3. How has fear debilitated some people?

4. How can Christians find hope and encouragement in the face of their 
fears?

5. What is your greatest fear? Who could pray with you about facing 
your fear with faith in God?

Notes

1. Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations in lessons 1–4 are from the New 
International Version (1984 edition).
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Introduction

Have you ever sensed God’s direction in your life and yet were reluctant to 
follow? If so, why were you reluctant? Did you doubt yourself? Did you doubt 
your ability to discern God’s direction? Did you doubt God?

Most Christians could share a personal testimony about their reluctance 
to follow God. When I was in seminary, my wife and I decided to take a per-
sonal evangelism course at our church. We both sensed it was God’s direction 
in our lives. We genuinely wanted to learn how to share our faith eloquently.

Our church made it easy for us. We had a great instructor. He was person-
able and personally evangelistic. We gathered with other church members for 
the training. Further still, we were only asked to visit the homes of people 
who had visited our church. It sounded simple enough.

However, during those first visits, I was reluctant to share my faith. I 
would ask all kinds of questions in conversation. I would talk to people about 
their families, church involvement, and sports; however, I had a difficult 
time shaping the conversation toward personal faith. Finally, I had to admit 
to my trainer that I was fearful. I doubted my ability to explain the gospel 
clearly. I feared questions I might not be able to answer. And I was afraid of 
failure. I had to learn that God was with me and that he would empower me 
to share his message with people that he loved more deeply than I could ever 
understand. I had to overcome my fears and move beyond my reluctance.

In this lesson, we will see how Moses learned this valuable lesson. He 
had to overcome his reluctance and trust God to equip and empower him for 
the tasks he was assigned.

Exodus 3:7–15
7 The Lord said, “I have indeed seen the misery of my people in 

Egypt. I have heard them crying out because of their slave drivers, 

and I am concerned about their suffering. 8 So I have come down to 

rescue them from the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up out 

of that land into a good and spacious land, a land flowing with milk 

and honey—the home of the Canaanites, Hittites, Amorites, Perizzites, 

Hivites and Jebusites. 9 And now the cry of the Israelites has reached 

me, and I have seen the way the Egyptians are oppressing them. 10 So 
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now, go. I am sending you to Pharaoh to bring my people the Israelites 

out of Egypt.” 
11 But Moses said to God, “Who am I, that I should go to Pharaoh 

and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?” 
12 And God said, “I will be with you. And this will be the sign to you 

that it is I who have sent you: When you have brought the people out 

of Egypt, you will worship God on this mountain.” 
13 Moses said to God, “Suppose I go to the Israelites and say to them, 

‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is 

his name?’ Then what shall I tell them?” 
14 God said to Moses, “I AM WHO I AM. This is what you are to say to 

the Israelites: ‘I AM has sent me to you.’” 
15 God also said to Moses, “Say to the Israelites, ‘The Lord, the God 

of your fathers—the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of 

Jacob—has sent me to you.’ 

This is my name forever, 

the name by which I am to be remembered 

from generation to generation.

Exodus 4:1–17
1 Moses answered, “What if they do not believe me or listen to me 

and say, ‘The Lord did not appear to you’?” 
2 Then the Lord said to him, “What is that in your hand?” 

“A staff,” he replied. 
3 The Lord said, “Throw it on the ground.” 

Moses threw it on the ground and it became a snake, and he ran 

from it. 
4 Then the Lord said to him, “Reach out your hand and take it by the 

tail.” So Moses reached out and took hold of the snake and it turned 

back into a staff in his hand. 5 “This,” said the Lord, “is so that they may 

believe that the Lord, the God of their fathers—the God of Abraham, the 

God of Isaac and the God of Jacob—has appeared to you.” 
6 Then the Lord said, “Put your hand inside your cloak.” So Moses 

put his hand into his cloak, and when he took it out, it was leprous, like 

snow. 
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7 “Now put it back into your cloak,” he said. So Moses put his hand 

back into his cloak, and when he took it out, it was restored, like the 

rest of his flesh. 
8 Then the Lord said, “If they do not believe you or pay attention to 

the first miraculous sign, they may believe the second. 9 But if they do 

not believe these two signs or listen to you, take some water from the 

Nile and pour it on the dry ground. The water you take from the river 

will become blood on the ground.” 
10 Moses said to the Lord, “O Lord, I have never been eloquent, 

neither in the past nor since you have spoken to your servant. I am 

slow of speech and tongue.” 
11 The Lord said to him, “Who gave man his mouth? Who makes him 

deaf or mute? Who gives him sight or makes him blind? Is it not I, the 

Lord? 12 Now go; I will help you speak and will teach you what to say.” 
13 But Moses said, “O Lord, please send someone else to do it.” 
14 Then the Lord’s anger burned against Moses and he said, “What 

about your brother, Aaron the Levite? I know he can speak well. He is 

already on his way to meet you, and his heart will be glad when he sees 

you. 15 You shall speak to him and put words in his mouth; I will help 

both of you speak and will teach you what to do. 16 He will speak to 

the people for you, and it will be as if he were your mouth and as if you 

were God to him. 17 But take this staff in your hand so you can perform 

miraculous signs with it.”

An Active, Invested God (Exodus 3:7–9)

Some people believe God is aloof and disinterested in the affairs of human-
ity. Some may think God is not bothered by the difficulties people experience 
on Earth. However, the Bible paints a radically different portrait of the God 
of the universe. He is active and invested in his creation. He is always paying 
attention to the affairs of human beings.

Exodus 3:7–9 tells us God personally revealed his concern for his people. 
In his conversation with Moses, God used terms that expressed his concern. 
He made it clear that he had “seen” and “heard” and was “concerned.” In fact, 
God had “come down” to rescue his people.
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These personal expressions are referred to as anthropomorphisms, attrib-
uting human characteristics to God. God does this so that we might better 
relate to him and understand him. Moses understood from this encounter 
that the God of his ancestors was actively involved in his world and was 
planning to intervene in history.

The Calling of God (Exodus 3:10–15)

After God had grabbed Moses’ attention, he issued his calling on Moses’ life. 
In Exodus 3:10, God informed Moses that he was commissioning him to be 
an agent of redemption for the Israelites. God was going to deliver his people 
from slavery, and Moses was going to be his messenger.

The Story of Pastor Emmanuel

Our church partners with several pastors in Sierra Leone, West Africa, 

in numerous mission endeavors. One of our most inspiring partners is 

Pastor Emmanuel, who was born in a remote region of his country in a 

village known for its annual human sacrifice to the gods. When he was 

a boy, Emmanuel was chosen as the village sacrifice. Young Emmanuel 

braced for the inevitable.

On the eve of the sacrificial ritual, his sister kidnapped him. She and 

he began to run through the thick brush of the surrounding area. They 

eventually caught a ride in a car (the first time he had ever seen one!) to 

the capital city. The village leaders were furious and determined to kill 

Emmanuel if they ever saw him again.

Emmanuel grew up in a war-torn country. He answered God’s call to 

the ministry and trained to be a pastor and church planter. Years later, he 

felt God’s call to return to his home and bring the life-giving message of 

Jesus. He was forced to face his fears. He knew there was a death sen-

tence on his life, but God’s call on his life was real.

He returned home and preached to the people of the village. The 

village elders listened intently to this preacher. Miraculously, the com-

munity embraced the message of Jesus Christ and established a church. 

The practice of child sacrifice ended. Praise God for a courageous man 

who overcame his fears.
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Exodus 3:1–6 had set the context of this call. God appeared to Moses in 
the burning bush. The bush was inflamed but not consumed. It was truly a 
memorable experience for this shepherd. While Moses was investigating the 
phenomena of a bush that was simultaneously on fire and not on fire, God 
spoke to him.

God issued an invitation for Moses to leave the employ of his father-in-
law and embark on a life mission. Moses responded with reluctance.

Does that sound familiar? We often do the same thing. Now, let’s be 
clear. Moses’ initial question in Exodus 3:11 was not out of bounds: “Who 
am I?” Moses responded to God’s invitation with an expression of self-doubt 
and presumed humility. There is nothing wrong with that. We all need a 
dose of self-doubt. However, we must quickly move to firm trust in God. 
We must realize that God’s assignments for us will challenge us beyond our 
abilities. We must learn to trust in his power and presence. We cannot rely 
on our strength.

However, Moses was adamant about his self-doubt. He was relentless in 
resisting God’s call on his life. As this encounter unfolded through Exodus 
4:17, Moses kept arguing with God about his human inability to answer this 
particular calling. (Note the excuses Moses used: 3:11, 13; 4:1, 10, 13.)

Throughout this encounter, Moses kept reminding God of what God 
already knew! Moses needed him. God knew Moses was not the best speaker 
in Israel. God knew Moses was afraid. And yet, God called him anyway.

Again, this is direct encouragement for us today. God is going to invite 
us to participate with him in his work on earth. His assignments will stretch 
our faith and expand our competency. He is going to ask us to move beyond 
where we have ever been with him. He wants to use us. He wants to help us 
address our fears of failure or inadequacy. He will lead us to learn how to 
trust in him.

God’s Answer (Exodus 3:12–15)

How did God answer the reluctance of Moses? He provided assurances. He 
promised Moses that he would be present with him (3:12). He was not going 
to abandon Moses and leave him to his wits in battling Pharaoh. He would 
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be right there. He promised to provide power and evidence of his presence. 
God would involve himself in this mission.

God also addressed Moses’ concerns about credibility. Moses believed 
the Israelites would question him. They would want to know who had sent 
him. They would want answers. So, God provided greater revelation for 
Moses. He was the God of their fathers (3:15). He was to be known by a new 
name: I AM WHO I AM [Yahweh] (3:14).

The name of God reveals much about him. He simply is. He is an eternal 
being. He has no beginning and no end. He is self-existent and self-deter-
mining. He is God. There is no other God. He is the one and only eternal God 
of the universe. This revelation expresses God’s essence and power. God has 
no equal and no opposite. He stands alone in eternity as the only God. He 
just is. He always has been. He always will be. There has never been a time 
when he did not exist. There will never be a time when he will not exist. 
He transcends time and dimension. He is supremely self-sufficient and self-
existent. Wow!

It can be overwhelming to sense a call from God. We may all respond 
with a reluctant spirit. We may express initial self-doubt. However, we 
must quickly shift our attention from ourselves to God, who is personally 
calling us. He is the God of the universe. He will be with us. He will equip 
and empower us for whatever he asks us to do. He will not abandon us. He 
will not forsake us. He is eternally present with his people. He will enable 
us with his strength to accomplish great things for his kingdom’s sake. Be 

Following God’s Call

• Acknowledge that God is still at work today in our world. He 

continues to call people to follow him and be used by him in his 

kingdom’s work.

• Together, pray for God’s wisdom and leadership for your church 

and its people. Pray for clarity in understanding God’s will.

• Pray for courage and faith to respond to God’s call.

• Celebrate when people answer the call of God in their lives and 

move beyond their reluctance and fear.
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encouraged when you sense his direction. Know that he will accompany you 
all along the way.

The Power of God (Exodus 4:1–9)

Moses was still concerned. “What if they do not believe me or listen to me?” 
(Exod. 4:1)

The Israelites had been in Egypt for over 400 years. Interestingly, Moses 
was not concerned about Pharaoh; he was concerned about Israel! He won-
dered how the Israeli people would respond to him as a leader. How could he 
convince them he had indeed heard from the God of Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob?

God responded with two signs and a promise: turning the staff of Moses 
into a snake, infecting and healing Moses’ hand, and promising to turn the 
Nile into blood. Notice God began with what Moses had—a staff.

God met Moses in real life in a real encounter. He then promised to use 
what Moses had. He took the staff of a shepherd and transformed it into an 
instrument of power. Moses had thrown this staff down countless times in 
his life. But now, this staff was the symbol of God’s power.

God also showed Moses he could inflict and heal disease. He could bring 
pain and relief. Moses’ hand was struck with disease and then healed. There 
was no arena in which God was not sovereign. Even the mighty Nile River 
would bow before its creator!

The Grace of God (Exodus 4:10–17)

After all of this, Moses was still reluctant. He continued to doubt his speak-
ing ability to communicate God’s message. God had provided enough 
assurances, but Moses remained reluctant and stubbornly resistant. Moses 
finally summed up his feelings by saying, “Please send someone else” 
(4:12). God responded. Aaron could serve as a mouthpiece for Moses—but 
Moses was still the chosen deliverer. God was determined to use Moses. He 
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graciously addressed the concern of Moses by agreeing to allow Aaron to 
speak for Moses.

God’s grace is often on display when he calls us. He knows we have ten-
dencies rooted in fears. Just as he helped Moses, God can help us move past 
our fears and live into his design for our lives.

The good news is that Moses finally obeyed. He faced his fears and 
accepted God’s assignment for his life. He learned to trust God and rely 
on his power. He learned that God’s presence was enough for him in every 
circumstance. He met the challenge of his day and became the agent of 
redemption for the people of God at this point in history. He was honest 
about his hesitancies, but he did not let his fears paralyze him. He met the 
challenge with faith. Consequently, his story has become one of the most 
inspiring stories in all of human history.

Implications and Actions

God calls his people to service. Throughout the Bible, we repeatedly see how 
God met his people where they were and called them beyond themselves 
and their human abilities (Abraham, Moses, Joshua, Gideon, Samuel, Isaiah, 
Jeremiah, Amos, Peter, Andrew, John, James, Paul).

God is still at work in his world today. He has chosen to use people, like 
you and me, to accomplish his tasks. Don’t be surprised when he taps you 
on the shoulder. He may want you to lead a Bible study, start a discipleship 
group, volunteer at a local mission, go on a mission trip, answer a call to 
vocational ministry, speak to a neighbor about Jesus, join the worship team, 
take a new job, or visit someone in need.

Why does he give us these callings? He wants to use us! Just like with 
Moses, God will be with you. He will not abandon you. He will equip and 
empower you to accomplish what he is calling you to do. He will give you 
fresh insights. He will open his word to you in fresh new ways. He will ener-
gize you beyond your natural ability. He will work through you because he is 
an active and invested God.
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Questions

1. What fears fed the reluctance of Moses?

2. How did God address those fears?

3. What are some ways God leads us today to join him in his work?

4. Why are we reluctant to follow God? What fears feed our reluctance?

5. How did Moses overcome his reluctance?

6. How can we overcome our hesitancies and respond in faith to God’s 
calling on our lives?
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Introduction

An obstacle is anything that hinders progress. Obstacles appear in all shapes, 
sizes, and forms. As a pastor, I have encountered numerous obstacles in more 
than thirty years of leading local churches.

A few years ago, our church felt God leading us to establish an aggressive 
mission effort in West Africa. We prayed and sought the wisdom of key lead-
ers. We believed we needed to establish a medical ministry outfitted with 
a mobile pharmacy and mobile dental equipment. We agreed to facilitate a 
retreat for missionaries that included medical care. Then we encountered a 
huge financial obstacle: the financial backing for the ministry fell through.

One night, my wife and I were praying and talking at our kitchen table. 
We were not sure what to do. We felt the pressure of a timetable and the 
expectations of people who were depending on us. We traced back to the 
beginning of our journey. Did we pray deeply about the medical ministry? 
Yes. Did we consult the appropriate leaders? Yes. Did we have a sense of peace 
about pursuing the ministry? Yes. So, what was our next step?

My wife and I talked more and cried together. We asked God to show us 
how to handle the obstacle in our path. We both felt his leadership that night 
and believed we were supposed to forge ahead. We sensed God was testing 
our confidence in him. We agreed to wait and watch.

Meanwhile, we had another significant need. Our church was launching 
a counseling center, but we needed $35,000 to complete building renova-
tions. We went through the same spiritual process and agreed to wait and 
watch.

Two days later, a church member came to see me in my office. I did not 
know her well. She shared her heart with me and spoke of her desire to assist 
in accomplishing the vision of our church. Then, she handed me a check for 
$100,000. It was enough to launch our global medical ministry and complete 
preparations for our counseling ministry.

God’s tangible expression of power removed obstacles in our path. None 
of us had any idea how it would play out, but we resisted the temptation 
to panic. Instead, we chose prayer and patience. God demonstrated that he 
could overcome our fears and remove obstacles.
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Numbers 13:26–33
26 They came back to Moses and Aaron and the whole Israelite 

community at Kadesh in the Desert of Paran. There they reported to 

them and to the whole assembly and showed them the fruit of the land. 
27 They gave Moses this account: “We went into the land to which you 

sent us, and it does flow with milk and honey! Here is its fruit. 28 But 

the people who live there are powerful, and the cities are fortified and 

very large. We even saw descendants of Anak there. 29 The Amalekites 

live in the Negev; the Hittites, Jebusites and Amorites live in the hill 

country; and the Canaanites live near the sea and along the Jordan.” 
30 Then Caleb silenced the people before Moses and said, “We 

should go up and take possession of the land, for we can certainly do 

it.” 
31 But the men who had gone up with him said, “We can’t attack 

those people; they are stronger than we are.” 32 And they spread among 

the Israelites a bad report about the land they had explored. They said, 

“The land we explored devours those living in it. All the people we saw 

there are of great size. 33 We saw the Nephilim there (the descendants 

of Anak come from the Nephilim). We seemed like grasshoppers in our 

own eyes, and we looked the same to them.”

Numbers 14:1–9
1 That night all the people of the community raised their voices and 

wept aloud. 2 All the Israelites grumbled against Moses and Aaron, 

and the whole assembly said to them, “If only we had died in Egypt! 

Or in this desert! 3 Why is the Lord bringing us to this land only to let 

us fall by the sword? Our wives and children will be taken as plunder. 

Wouldn’t it be better for us to go back to Egypt?” 4 And they said to 

each other, “We should choose a leader and go back to Egypt.” 
5 Then Moses and Aaron fell facedown in front of the whole 

Israelite assembly gathered there. 6 Joshua son of Nun and Caleb son 

of Jephunneh, who were among those who had explored the land, 

tore their clothes 7 and said to the entire Israelite assembly, “The land 

we passed through and explored is exceedingly good. 8 If the Lord is 

pleased with us, he will lead us into that land, a land flowing with milk 
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On the Edge of a Promise (Numbers 13:1–25)

In Genesis 12:1–3, God called Abram from Ur to follow him to a land that 
he would show him. Abram loaded up his family and possessions and began 
the long trek. God promised the land of Canaan to Abram’s descendants and 
called it the Promised Land.

In Numbers 13, many years had passed since that original promise. 
However, the hope for that land and the desire for the fulfillment of that 
promise were deeply planted in the Israelite psyche. And the Promised Land 
was close! A few months earlier, the Israelites broke camp at Mt. Sinai and 
journeyed to Kadesh, where they camped on the very edge of a promise.

At this point in history, God had revealed himself personally and power-
fully to Israel. He had gloriously delivered them from slavery in Egypt. He 
provided daily food for the entire nation as they trekked across the wilder-
ness. His glory descended upon them in a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of 
fire by night. He revealed his expectations through his law. In every respect, 
the table was set, and it was time to enjoy the feast of a fulfilled promise.

God instructed Moses to send a band of spies into the land to explore it 
and to bring back a report. The command from God contained an interest-
ing detail. He specifically told Moses to choose a representative from each 
ancestral tribe to explore the land he “was giving” them (13:1–2). God did 
not ask them to provide a military strategy. He was going to give the land to 
the people of Israel.

Surely the excitement was palpable across the family of God. Each tribe 
was proud of their respective representative in this most significant scout-
ing venture. I can only imagine the send-off for these twelve men. Finally, 
the people of God would enter their home—a land flowing with milk and 
honey.

and honey, and will give it to us. 9 Only do not rebel against the Lord. 

And do not be afraid of the people of the land, because we will swallow 

them up. Their protection is gone, but the Lord is with us. Do not be 

afraid of them.”
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Obstacle Obsession (Numbers 13:26–33)

Forty days later, the scouts returned to the camp of Israel. The land was 
everything promised and more. The fruit in the land was so enormous and 
plentiful the scouts brought back samples for their brothers and sisters to 
see. Without question, the land was a place of great promise for the people of 
God. Surely the people rejoiced and their taste buds watered for the bounty 
awaiting them in the Promised Land.

As wonderful as the Promised Land was, the Israeli spies also delivered 
some shocking news. The fruit was not the only thing oversized in the land. 
The spies reported that the cities were large and well-fortified. Some cities 
had walls built around them. Israel had no army at the time, and the spies 
saw these walls as impenetrable obstacles. And giants lived in the land. Ten 
spies believed the land was out of reach for Israel and that the Israelites were 
no match for those who lived in the land.

B. H. Carroll and Southwestern Seminary

B. H. Carroll founded a new seminary in 1908 for Southern Baptist stu-

dents west of the Mississippi. While serving as the pastor of First Baptist 

Church of Waco, Texas and as a trustee of Baylor University, Carroll con-

vinced Texas Baptists that our denomination needed more than one 

seminary. This endeavor faced great opposition. Many Baptists believed 

Southern Seminary in Louisville, Kentucky was sufficient for Baptists in 

the south. Carroll served on the Board of Trustees at Southern, but he 

was compelled to establish a new theological institution.

Carroll was no stranger to obstacles. As a proven leader, he had already 

led First Baptist Waco to ordain women as deacons, and he introduced 

musical instruments to public worship. Personally, he was no stranger to 

obstacles; he had divorced and remarried and was serving as one of the 

most prominent pastors in the convention.

Undaunted by obstacles, Carroll led city and Baptist leaders in Fort 

Worth, Texas to raise $100,000 to move the new seminary to North 

Texas in 1910. He served as its first president until his death in 1914. 

Southwestern would become the largest seminary in the convention.
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Panic set in. The people began to cry out. One of the spies, Caleb, sought 
to calm the people. He offered a different opinion of the scouted land. He 
trusted God and challenged his fellow Israelites not to focus on the obsta-
cles. He declared, “We should go up and take possession of the land, for we 
can certainly do it” (13:30).

Caleb’s voice was drowned out by ten of his colleagues. They believed the 
tribes of Canaan would route any Israeli attempt to take the land. Those spies 
began to spread a negative report among the people. Fear set in. Panic soon 
followed. The people followed the lead of the majority report. The Promised 
Land sounded sweet, but the obstacles in the path were too great to overcome.

When we encounter obstacles, the temptation is to focus on them. If we 
are not careful, we can become obsessed with the obstacles. We can overes-
timate the magnitude of the hindrances we face. As fears grow, obstacles 
take on an invincible aura. We can convince ourselves of the impossibility of 
completing an endeavor.

That is what happened in Kadesh. Rather than focus on God, who had 
marked the path, the Israelites chose to obsess about the obstacles in their 
way. Instead of taking a step of faith, they froze in their tracks. As their fears 
escalated, the stories the ten spies told about the obstacles became exagger-
ated. They claimed in their panic that “the land devours” the people living in 
it, and we looked like “grasshoppers” in our eyes and theirs (13:31–33).

Perspective of Panic (Numbers 14:1–4)

The people were truly stirred up. Panic spread throughout the camp. Like 
a virus, fear broke out in epidemic proportions. Israel developed a case of 
amnesia. Alarms sounded, and the people forgot all about the power and 
presence of Yahweh. The great God of Israel, who had easily overthrown the 
Egyptian gods, was still with them. But they refused to focus on him and 
rest in his presence. Instead, they made unreasonable demands rooted in a 
perspective of panic. “Let’s get of out here! Let’s replace Moses! Let’s go back 
to Egypt!” (14:1–4). In fact, their perspective was so warped, they questioned 
God’s motive for delivering them from Egypt (14:3).

God had physically delivered the people of Israel from slavery in Egypt; 
however, they were still slaves in their hearts. God had released them, but 
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they could not release themselves. They wanted to retreat into familiar ter-
ritory—even if it meant a life of slavery and misery.

When obstacles seem insurmountable, we can work ourselves into a 
frenzy and lose perspective, forgetting about the victories already won on 
our behalf. We can allow panic to propel retreat. We must resist these ten-
dencies. We must not let fear drive us away from God’s promised life for us. 
Instead, fear should drive us to him to seek his perspective.

Faithfulness in the Fire (Numbers 14:5–9)

Moses, Aaron, Caleb, and Joshua (also one of the twelve spies), refused to 
bow to the negativity of the majority report. These godly leaders challenged 
Israel to overcome panic and focus on God, the source of the original prom-
ise. The land of Canaan was promised to Israel because God had declared 
it. He would fulfill his promise because he had proven himself trustworthy 
time and time again. It was not the time to retreat. It was time to answer 
rebellion with trust and obedience.

The land we passed through and explored is exceedingly good. If the 
Lord is pleased with us, he will lead us into that land, a land flowing 
with milk and honey, and will give it to us. Only do not rebel against 
the Lord. And do not be afraid of the people of the land, because we 

Encountering Obstacles

• Churches are going to encounter obstacles in fulfilling God’s 

mission. These experiences can be opportunities for growth and 

maturity. If your church is facing a serious obstacle today, seek 

God’s wisdom and ask him for the courage to refrain from panic.

• In our personal lives, we will encounter obstacles as well. If we 

know God is leading us, we must not let obstacles undo us. We 

must remain vigilant and faithful in the face of the fire.
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will swallow them up. Their protection is gone, but the Lord is with 
us. Do not be afraid of them. (Num. 14:7b–9).

Although greatly outnumbered, the faith of these four men remained 
firm and their perspective stayed focused. They believed God. They chal-
lenged Israel to recognize the presence of God in their midst and how his 
power would enable them to embrace the promise he gave Abram.

However, the people would not listen to the leaders. They rebelled and 
faced the judgment of God, sealing their fate. They would never embrace the 
promise (14:20–25). Rebellion has its consequences.

What was at the core of their rebellion? Fear. They allowed fear to over-
whelm them at the most inopportune time. They were camped literally on 
the edge of the Promised Land. God had promised to give it to them. Sure, 
the land had obstacles to face. Any meaningful journey will have obstacles. 
The Israelites allowed their fears to get the best of them—and missed out on 
witnessing God display his power on their behalf. Their fears were real, but 
their faith could have paved a path that overcame them.

Implications and Actions

The journey of faith will include obstacles. The path to fulfillment and pur-
poseful living is not smooth and level. God will often test us along the way. 
We learn a lot about ourselves when we face significant obstacles. What do 
we do? How do we respond?

The temptation will be to panic. That is what Israel did in Kadesh. 
Unfortunately, feelings of panic are contagious. We can infect those around 
us with exaggerated fears. We can lose our way because we remove our eyes 
from Jesus and focus on the obstacles in our path.

When we are tempted to panic, it is wise to remember the testimony of 
Joshua and Caleb. These two men stood strong together in the face of criti-
cism by the majority. And, guess what? Both of these men made it into the 
Promised Land. Can you recall the names of the other ten spies? No. Only 
Joshua and Caleb stand out. That is the list you want to be on. The faithful 
list. The obedient list. The list of those who stood strong.
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The next time an obstacle appears on a path paved with prayer, ask God 
for direction. Do not panic. Do not give in to fear and deception. Focus on 
the God who is leading you and seek his perspective. Then, watch him turn 
your giants into grasshoppers!

Questions

1. What should have happened in this story? What report should all 
twelve spies have given?

2. Why were the ten spies so afraid?

3. What are some examples of obstacles in your life today?
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4. How do you respond when obstacles are in your path?

5. What are some lessons you have learned in dealing with obstacles?
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God encourages us in the midst of 
our hopelessness, often with his 
gentle whisper.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

How can we overcome fear that leads 
to hopelessness?

STUDY AIM

To recognize my need to rest, reflect, 
refuel, and reconnect with God 
as a remedy for fear that leads to 
hopelessness

QUICK READ

Everyone is vulnerable to feelings of 
despair and hopelessness. God offers 
hope and healing in the midst of our 
desperation.

FOCAL TEXT

1 Kings 19:1–18

BACKGROUND

1 Kings 17–19

Fear Leading to 
Hopelessness
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Introduction

Years ago, an older pastor mentored me. He was a Baptist statesman and 
a successful pastor by every measurement. He and I spent a good bit of 
time together, and we discussed many subjects. He taught me how to lead 
a Baptist congregation. He offered insights on sermon preparation, pastoral 
care, and visionary leadership. In many ways, I am the minister I am today 
because of his influence.

On one occasion, he shared with me about a particularly difficult time 
in his life—a significant bout with depression. I was shocked. I could not 
imagine him experiencing depression. He had been through a significant 
season of victories in the church where he served. The church was grow-
ing and responding well to his leadership. What he did not realize was how 
taxing it all had become. He was pouring his life into the church and not 
paying attention to his need for rest and personal restoration.

He finally “hit a wall,” as he put it, and visited his physician, who told 
him, “You are depressed.” This pastor was shocked by the diagnosis. He was 
successful, acknowledged, and gifted. However, he was also tired, discour-
aged, and felt hopeless about many things.

I wanted to learn from his experience. He told me, “You are driven, just 
like me. Remember to take time for your family, your friends, and your 
health.” I took those sage words to heart.

My mentor emerged from a time of hopelessness as a wiser and more 
hopeful person. He made changes that helped insulate him from future 
depressive episodes. And he helped me build boundaries in my life to avoid 
future pitfalls.

We all face times of discouragement and challenge. We all need refresh-
ment and restoration. We all need to know the healing balm of the Great 
Physician. God can restore us to health. He can replace feelings of hopeless-
ness with his hope. His grace is indeed sufficient.

1 Kings 19:1–18
1 Now Ahab told Jezebel everything Elijah had done and how he had 

killed all the prophets with the sword. 2 So Jezebel sent a messenger to 
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Elijah to say, ‘May the gods deal with me, be it ever so severely, if by this 

time tomorrow I do not make your life like that of one of them.”
3 Elijah was afraid and ran for his life. When he came to Beersheba in 

Judah, he left his servant there, 4 while he himself went a day’s journey 

into the desert. He came to a broom tree, sat down under it and prayed 

that he might die. “I have had enough, Lord,” he said. “Take my life; I am 

no better than my ancestors.” 5 Then he lay down under the tree and 

fell asleep. 

All at once an angel touched him and said, “Get up and eat.” 6 He 

looked around, and there by his head was a cake of bread baked over 

hot coals, and a jar of water. He ate and drank and then lay down again. 
7 The angel of the Lord came back a second time and touched him 

and said, “Get up and eat, for the journey is too much for you.” 8 So he 

got up and ate and drank. Strengthened by that food, he traveled forty 

days and forty nights until he reached Horeb, the mountain of God. 
9 There he went into a cave and spent the night. 

And the word of the Lord came to him: “What are you doing here, 

Elijah?” 
10 He replied, “I have been very zealous for the Lord God Almighty. 

The Israelites have rejected your covenant, broken down your altars, 

and put your prophets to death with the sword. I am the only one left, 

and now they are trying to kill me too.”
11 The Lord said, “Go out and stand on the mountain in the presence 

of the Lord, for the Lord is about to pass by.” 

Then a great and powerful wind tore the mountains apart and 

shattered the rocks before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the wind. 

After the wind there was an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the 

earthquake. 12 After the earthquake came a fire, but the Lord was not 

in the fire. And after the fire came a gentle whisper. 13 When Elijah 

heard it, he pulled his cloak over his face and went out and stood at the 

mouth of the cave. 

Then a voice said to him, “What are you doing here, Elijah?” 
14 He replied, “I have been very zealous for the Lord God Almighty. 

The Israelites have rejected your covenant, broken down your altars, 

and put your prophets to death with the sword. I am the only one left, 

and now they are trying to kill me too.” 
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15 The Lord said to him, “Go back the way you came, and go to the 

Desert of Damascus. When you get there, anoint Hazael king over 

Aram. 16 Also, anoint Jehu son of Nimshi king over Israel, and anoint 

Elisha son of Shaphat from Abel Meholah to succeed you as prophet. 
17 Jehu will put to death any who escape the sword of Hazael, and 

Elisha will put to death any who escape the sword of Jehu. 18 Yet 

I reserve seven thousand in Israel—all whose knees have not bowed 

down to Baal and all whose mouths have not kissed him.”

An Epic Showdown

In 1 Kings 17:1, we are introduced to one of the most famous prophets in the 
history of Israel: Elijah the Tishbite. He became known as the most dynamic 
preacher Israel has ever known. Elijah was without equal as a leader in Israel. 
In fact, he was so special, God sent a chariot of fire to escort Elijah into glory 
in a whirlwind (2 Kings 2:11–12).

Elijah served as a prophet in Israel during the reign of King Ahab, son of 
Omri. Ahab was a wicked king. In fact, we are told in 1 Kings 16:33 that he 
provoked God to anger more than all the kings of Israel who reigned before 
him. He married Jezebel, a Phoenician princess. She was a committed wor-
shipper of Baal. Ahab joined his wife in pagan worship practices. In fact, he 
built a temple for Baal worship in Samaria, the heart of his kingdom.

Ahab and Jezebel were ruthless and vile in every respect. On one occa-
sion, Jezebel ordered the slaughter of God’s prophets (1 Kings 18:4). Elijah 
knew Ahab and Jezebel. He is introduced in the biblical narrative with his 
appearance before Ahab. Elijah pronounced judgment on the king as God 
revealed to him that there would be a severe drought (1 Kings 17:1). Elijah 
left the northern kingdom and fled to Zarephath, a small town centered in 
Baal worship.

Upon returning to Israel, Elijah requested a meeting with Ahab. He invited 
the king and the pagan prophets of Baal and Asherah to a showdown on Mt. 
Carmel (1 Kings 18). This historic battle is one of the most famous events in 
all of the Old Testament. Elijah challenged the prophets of Baal and Asherah to 
call on their pagan gods to make the fire for a sacrifice. Although the prophets 
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shouted and danced, no fire erupted, not even a spark. Finally, Elijah stepped 
forward and simply prayed to the God of Israel, who responded immediately 
by sending fire to consume the sacrifice prepared for him. The Israelite people 
rejoiced and proclaimed Yahweh as the only true God. Elijah then slaughtered 
the pagan prophets and sent Ahab home humbled by utter defeat.

An Angry Queen and a Scared Prophet (1 Kings 19:1–18)

When she heard about the events on Mt. Carmel, Jezebel was livid. Hundreds 
of prophets who had eaten at her table had been humiliated and then slaugh-
tered. She wanted revenge, and she was powerful enough to exact it. She 
put a bounty on Elijah’s head. Jezebel sent a message to Elijah, swearing to 
avenge the deaths of her prophets (19:1–2).

The story takes an interesting turn at this point. One might imagine 
that Elijah would have boldly confronted Jezebel. After all, he had just 
destroyed the pagan prophets in a courageous, epic showdown on Mt. 
Carmel. However, the text reveals Elijah was afraid (19:3). In fact, he was so 
scared he ran for his life to the southernmost border of Judah—Beersheba. 
In other words, he left the northern kingdom and ran to the southern tip of 
the southern kingdom.

Notice one other detail in the text. He released his servant in Beersheba 
and then traveled another day into the wilderness (19:4). Elijah was prepar-
ing to die. He left the land of Yahweh and dismissed his servant because he 
believed his prophetic ministry was coming to a close. How could this have 
happened so quickly? How did Elijah descend from the heights of Mt. Carmel 
to the depths of the desert so rapidly?

There are several things to note at this point. First, the record of Elijah’s 
reaction affirms the authenticity of the Bible. So many ancient books gloss 
over the failures and shortcomings of heroic figures. Not the Bible. It is 
an honest book. The mighty prophet Elijah was terrified. He was afraid of 
Jezebel. That is the truth.

Next, the desperation revealed by Elijah’s actions demonstrates no one 
is immune from fear and despondency. Anxiety and hopelessness are no 
respecters of persons. Successful people can experience deep struggles emo-
tionally, psychologically, and spiritually.
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What occurred next in this story reveals the depth of Elijah’s anguish. He 
gave up. He asked God to take his life (19:4). Elijah was physically exhausted. 
He was a fugitive on the run who had traveled great distance. He was also 
emotionally and spiritually depleted. He had traveled from the emotional 
and spiritual high of Mt. Carmel to a broom tree in the desert, where despon-
dency and hopelessness consumed him.

Every day mentally exhausted, physically spent, emotionally empty, and 
spiritually challenged people sit despondently in the desert of depression. 
If you know of someone in this situation, you must intervene and minister. 
God intervened in Elijah’s case. He sent angels to replenish Elijah with food 
and water. God offered rest and restoration for this mighty man. Slowly, 
Elijah’s strength began to emerge. He was not going to die after all.

After receiving personal care and attention from God, Elijah contin-
ued southward all the way to Mt. Horeb (another name for Mt. Sinai). The 
prophet of God was out of the Promised Land and back at the mountain 
where Moses had received a great revelation.

Help for the Hurting

Several years ago, our church decided to do something practical and tan-

gible in responding to the emotional and psychological challenges faced 

by our people. I was committed to this endeavor. As pastor of the church, 

I supported this effort. We spent eighteen months studying what to do. 

Finally, we decided to begin a counseling ministry housed in our church.

We interviewed countless people along the way. After much prayer 

and deliberation, we settled on establishing the Center for Counseling 

and Enrichment at our church. We started small. We asked a trained, 

experienced counselor to help us lead this effort, and we equipped 

a small staff. We worked hard to respond to needs in our church and 

community.

That was ten years ago. We now have eleven counselors on staff. We 

provide counseling services to our school district, numerous businesses, 

families, and individuals from across the metroplex. We have directly 

seen the impact of intervening in the lives of hurting people. We are con-

vinced this has deepened our gospel witness to this community, and we 

know God has used the counseling center to deliver many people from 

hopelessness and depression.
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There is rich symbolism here. God’s people had assembled at this moun-
tain under Moses’ direction. God gave them the law so they might know 
how to please him. God warned them about the pagan gods and pagan ways 
of those who inhabited the Promised Land. He called for the allegiance 
and devotion of the Israeli people. Many years later, one of God’s proph-
ets ascended this same mountain. He had witnessed the devastation of Baal 
worship firsthand. He was personally aware of the effects of a wicked ruler 
who had rebelled against the law of God. He had journeyed from the land 
flowing with milk and honey and desperately wanted to hear from God 
again. On this historic mountain, God would re-commission Elijah for his 
prophetic ministry in Israel.

With shades of Moses in our memory, we read the rest of this story. We 
know how God behaved the last time his people were near this mountain. 
His glory descended. There were manifestations of his divine presence: wind, 
fire, and earthshaking. Moses hid in the cleft of a rock while God passed by 
(Exodus 33–34).

Now Elijah was on the mountain. He was hiding in a cave (1 Kings 19:9). 
God confronted Elijah. “What are you doing here?” he asked. Did Elijah know 
God was not through with him? Did the prophet know God was going to 
re-commission and re-energize him for a mission? Because of how Elijah 
answered God, it does not seem likely. In fact, God asked the question twice. 
Repetition is part of the Elijah narrative. It served to focus attention on the 
importance of the moment.

Both times Elijah responded to God’s question by claiming to be the only 
prophet left in Israel. He informed God of his predicament. He had adopted a 
lonely perspective. He was the only prophet in Israel, but he was as far away 
from Israel as he could get.

God met Elijah’s loneliness and improper perspective with a whirlwind, 
an earthquake, and fire. God had used such manifestations of himself on 
earth (theophanies) in past dealings with Israel.

However, this time, God spoke in a whisper (19:12). Eventually, God con-
fronted Elijah’s misconceptions. Elijah was anything but alone as a prophet. 
In fact, God had 7,000 people who had demonstrated faithfulness to him. 
God did not condemn Elijah; he comforted him. God’s presence reassured 
the prophet.
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Implications and Actions

This lesson reminds us of the vulnerability of all people to feelings of inade-
quacy, failure, and hopelessness. Elijah was a strong leader. He was a fearless 
preacher. He stood toe-to-toe against the king and his pagan gods. He did 
not back down at all. And yet, he was scared of Jezebel. He ran for his life. 
He was terrified. Those fears took root in his life, and he became despondent 
and depressed. If it can happen to Elijah, it can happen to anyone.

When these negative feelings develop, they must be addressed. We 
cannot ignore them. We have to take action. If anxious feelings deepen 
into depression, immediate actions are necessary. Resources are available 
to assist anyone in this situation. God is truly available. He will replenish 
and restore us. Often, we need rest and refreshment to answer the fatigue 
of everyday life.

Our churches need to be more responsive to people in need emotionally, 
spiritually, physically, and mentally. We cannot do everything, but we can 
recognize needs in the lives of others and point them toward resources of 
healing.

Suggestions for Helping

• Your church may not be equipped to establish a counseling 

center, but it can serve as a catalyst for provision in your 

community. Perhaps your church could lead a coalition of 

churches to cooperate to provide community services. Such a 

coalition can be embraced across denominational lines to build 

affinity around real human need.

• We cannot ignore feelings of despondency and depression. 

Perhaps your church can begin a prayer ministry that targets this 

specific need.

• Do what you can do to help remove the stigma of emotional and 

psychological strain. Lives are at stake.
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Questions

1. What were the events that contributed to Elijah’s exhaustion?

2. How would you explain God’s response to Elijah’s depression?

3. What factors are contributing to the depletion many people 
experience today?
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4. How can our churches respond to meet the emotional needs of 
people?

5. What can individual Christians do to help people face their fears and 
deal with despondency?
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Fear can silence those who are 
seeking a remedy for injustice.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

How can we push back fear to seize 
timely opportunities to provide 
remedies for injustice?

STUDY AIM

To choose to push back fear in order 
to seize opportunities to provide 
remedies for injustice

QUICK READ

Unless one is courageous enough to 
stand up against injustice, injustice 
will prevail. Queen Esther serves as a 
strong model of such a person, even 
under the threat of death.

FOCAL TEXT

Esther 4:4–17; 7:1–6

BACKGROUND

Esther 3–8

Fear of Retribution
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Introduction

Elie Wiesel, a survivor of the Holocaust, experienced injustice firsthand. He 
said, “There may be times when we are powerless to prevent injustice, but 
there must never be a time when we fail to protest.”1

Hopefully, you and I will never experience injustice as tragic and life-
threatening as what Elie Wiesel and many other Jews endured; however, we 
face it on some level every day. Queen Esther of Persia came face-to-face 
with injustice in a totally surprising moment. Her response 300 years before 
Christ’s birth serves as a model for us more than 2,000 years later.

The Book of Esther reads almost like a fairy tale. The story took place 
in a beautiful palace. The characters included the king (Xerxes), the queen 
(Esther), the villain (Haman), and the hero (Mordecai). The kingdom was 
happy in the beginning, but then a murder plot was discovered. The villain 
died, the hero received honor, and the real heroine, the queen, saved her 
people from death.

The Book of Esther, of course, is not a fairy tale. Rather, it is a true story 
that details a specific event in history. God’s divine presence is evident 
throughout the book, even though his name is absent. The Old Testament 
is replete with stories of God saving the Jews, and this is one of the more 
elaborate and involved events. It began with a brave woman willing to pro-
test injustice.2

Esther 4:4–17
4 When Esther’s maids and her eunuchs came and told her, the 

queen was deeply distressed; she sent garments to clothe Mordecai, 

so that he might take off his sackcloth; but he would not accept them. 
5 Then Esther called for Hathach, one of the king’s eunuchs, who had 

been appointed to attend her, and ordered him to go to Mordecai to 

learn what was happening and why. 
6 Hathach went out to Mordecai in the open square of the city in 

front of the king’s gate, 7 and Mordecai told him all that had happened 

to him, and the exact sum of money that Haman had promised to pay 

into the king’s treasuries for the destruction of the Jews. 8 Mordecai 

also gave him a copy of the written decree issued in Susa for their 
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destruction, that he might show it to Esther, explain it to her, and 

charge her to go to the king to make supplication to him and entreat 

him for her people. 
9 Hathach went and told Esther what Mordecai had said. 10 Then 

Esther spoke to Hathach and gave him a message for Mordecai, saying, 
11 “All the king’s servants and the people of the king’s provinces know 

that if any man or woman goes to the king inside the inner court 

without being called, there is but one law—all alike are to be put to 

death. Only if the king holds out the golden scepter to someone, may 

that person live. I myself have not been called to come in to the king for 

thirty days.” 
12 When they told Mordecai what Esther had said, 13 Mordecai told 

them to reply to Esther, “Do not think that in the king’s palace you will 

escape any more than all the other Jews. 14 For if you keep silence at 

such a time as this, relief and deliverance will rise for the Jews from 

another quarter, but you and your father’s family will perish. Who 

knows? Perhaps you have come to royal dignity for just such a time as 

this.” 
15 Then Esther said in reply to Mordecai, 16 “Go, gather all the Jews 

to be found in Susa, and hold a fast on my behalf, and neither eat nor 

drink for three days, night or day. I and my maids will also fast as you 

do. After that I will go to the king, though it is against the law; and if I 

perish, I perish.” 
17 Mordecai then went away and did everything as Esther had 

ordered him.

Esther 7:1–6
1 So the king and Haman went in to feast with Queen Esther. 2 On 

the second day, as they were drinking wine, the king again said to 

Esther, “What is your petition, Queen Esther? It shall be granted you. 

And what is your request? Even to the half of my kingdom, it shall be 

fulfilled.” 
3 Then Queen Esther answered, “If I have won your favor, O king, 

and if it pleases the king, let my life be given me—that is my petition—

and the lives of my people—that is my request.4 For we have been sold, 

I and my people, to be destroyed, to be killed, and to be annihilated. If 
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we had been sold merely as slaves, men and women, I would have held 

my peace; but no enemy can compensate for this damage to the king.” 
5 Then King Ahasuerus said to Queen Esther, “Who is he, and where 

is he, who has presumed to do this?”
6 Esther said, “A foe and enemy, this wicked Haman!” Then Haman 

was terrified before the king and the queen.

An Impending Holocaust (Esther 1—3)

Esther was an orphan who was raised by her cousin, Mordecai. Both were 
descendants of the Jews exiled to Babylon. Babylon was eventually taken 
over by Persia and was ruled by King Xerxes. He was considered a weak and 
incompetent leader, traits he exhibited more than once in the Book of Esther. 
One of those moments of weakness cost him his beautiful wife, Queen Vashti 
(Esther 1:10–20). Later, after returning from a military defeat in Greece, the 
king felt the vacuum left by the queen’s absence. To replace her, King Xerxes’ 
personal attendants suggested he set up a harem filled with beautiful young 
virgins. From that harem, he could choose the next queen.

The king sent out commissioners to the 127 kingdom provinces to 
find the most beautiful girls in the land. Esther was among those chosen, 
and everyone liked her (2:15b). She was so lovely, inside and out, that she 
received special beauty treatments, advanced to the best place in the harem, 
and was given seven maids from the king’s palace. Esther found favor with 
King Xerxes when it was her turn to go to him. He placed the crown on her 
head, and she became Queen of Persia.

But all was not well in the kingdom. Worried about Esther, especially 
since her Jewish heritage was a secret, Mordecai hung around in front of the 
court of the harem daily. One day, as he was sitting at the gate, he overheard 
a plot by two of the king’s eunuchs to assassinate the king. Mordecai sent a 
message to Queen Esther, who immediately told the king, giving credit to 
Mordecai for the discovery. The king hung the eunuchs (2:19–23). Mordecai, 
however, was forgotten.

The king, making one of his many poor decisions, promoted Haman, 
whose family had long hated the Jews, to second in command. Haman, 
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a proud peacock of a man, often passed by the gate of the palace expect-
ing everyone to bow to him (3:1–2). Mordecai refused to comply. Haman’s 
rage at Mordecai’s insolence resulted in a written edict for the destruc-
tion of all Jews in Persia (3:3–10). A holocaust lay ahead, unless someone 
intervened.

Esther Receives a Dire Message (Esther 4:1–7)

After the edict was announced, a great divide separated the royals inside 
the palace from the common man on the outside. An example of this 
appears in Esther 3:15b, “The king and Haman sat down to drink; but the 
city of Susa was thrown into confusion.” Much of what appeared to be con-
fusion was probably shock, grief, and mourning among the Jews. No one 
displayed that distress more than Mordecai. In true Jewish fashion, his 
grief was loud and sad, and he dressed accordingly, wearing sackcloth and 
ashes (4:1–4).

In the name of the king, Haman had informed all 127 provinces of the 
impending annihilation of all Jews. All Jews wailed and even slept in beds of 
ashes wearing sackcloth. It appears Esther was the only Jew unaware of the 
edict. Perhaps no one inside the palace thought it would matter to her. After 

Festival of Purim (Esther 9:18–32)

At the end of the story of Esther, a feast is inaugurated to celebrate the 

deliverance of the Jews from the edict of Xerxes. The word purim comes 

from the Hebrew word “pur,” which denotes the lot Haman cast to deter-

mine the day on which the Jews would be annihilated. The lot fell on the 

thirteenth day of the month of Adar, usually March on the English calen-

dar. The celebratory Feast of Purim is held the following day.

During the Festival of Purim, tradition requires the story of Esther to 

be publicly read every year. As in an old-time melodrama, when Haman’s 

name is uttered, there is much booing, hissing, and noisemaking. When 

the names of Esther and Mordecai are read, everyone cheers. The festival 

celebration includes giving monetary gifts to the poor and gifts of food 

to friends. The celebration ends with a Purim feast.3
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all, in obedience to Mordecai, she had never made her nationality known. 
Things were about to change swiftly.

In her innocence, Esther sent a change of clothes to Mordecai, which 
he refused to wear. Esther then knew things were truly serious and sent 
her personal eunuch, Hathach, to investigate the problem. Mordecai told 
him everything, including how much Haman was paying for the travesty. 
So there would be no misunderstanding of the urgency of this message, 
Mordecai sent Esther a copy of the written edict. The rest of his message had 
serious implications for Esther.

Mordecai Orders Esther (Esther 4:8–17)

Mordecai charged Esther to “go to the king to make supplication to him and 
entreat him for her people (4:8b).” Her people? Until now, other than possible 
knowledge by a few personal servants, no one knew Esther was Jewish. Her 
life may have been vastly different had they known.

Suddenly, the plight of all Jews living in Persia, some say around two 
million, rested heavily on the shoulders of one woman. A rigid law in the 
palace prohibited anyone, including the queen, from entering the inner 
court to approach the king unless summoned. Anyone who broke the law 
risked death. If King Xerxes extended his golden scepter, the individual was 
accepted into his presence. If not, the rejected guest would die. Esther could 
die if she approached the king and was not accepted, and she would die with 
the rest of the Jews if she did not attempt the approach.

To ensure Mordecai understood the gravity of his order to her, she sent 
Hathach back to him with an appeal for reconsideration. Esther reminded 
Mordecai of the rigid law. For added emphasis, she informed him the king 
had not requested her presence for thirty days. Either he had been distracted, 
or she had lost favor. She had no way of knowing the reason. She had no more 
confidence in approaching him than did any other member of his court. Her 
life was at stake.

We cannot know the turmoil that must have taken place in Mordecai’s 
heart at that time. He knew what he was asking of Esther. He could not, or 
would not, however, show pity or even empathy now. Mordecai’s words to 
Esther have become legendary in the Christian world:
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Do not think that in the king’s palace you will escape any more than 
all the other Jews. For if you keep silence at such a time as this, relief 
and deliverance will rise for the Jews from another quarter, but you 
and your father’s family will perish. Who knows? Perhaps you have 
come to royal dignity for just such a time as this (4:13b–14).

Esther was about to reveal the inner strength, character, and courage 
others had seen in her from the beginning. After all, she must have had more 
than physical beauty to captivate King Xerxes; all the women in the harem 
were beautiful.

With dignity and resolve, Esther took control of the situation. Esther’s 
Jewish background came to the forefront. She asked Mordecai to bring 
together all the Jews in Susa to hold a fast on her behalf; she and her maids 
would do the same. Just this practice alone, inside a Persian palace, would 
reveal her national identity. Then she delivered her equally famous words in 
reply to Mordecai: “I will go to the king, though it is against the law; and if I 
perish, I perish.” (4:16b).

Esther Takes Charge (Esther 7:1–6)

The action that took place between Mordecai’s order to Esther and the 
seventh chapter of the book could almost be called amazing coincidences. 
However, believers in the sovereignty of God see his hand all over the 
circumstances. Only after Esther embraced courage did these so-called coin-
cidences take place.

The king had looked with favor on Esther when he first met her, and 
he did so again when she entered his court uninvited. As he extended his 
golden scepter to her, he not only accepted her, he offered her up to half of 
his kingdom if she wanted it. Imagine his surprise when she gave a simple 
request for his presence and Haman’s at a banquet she had prepared. King 
Xerxes loved banquets. (The Book of Esther notes ten banquets.) King 
Xerxes and Haman went immediately to the banquet hall. The king also 
loved wine (1:1–8). Esther, possibly taking advantage of his weakness for 
food and wine, asked the two men to attend another banquet the follow-
ing day.



64 FAITH > FEAR

Esther 5:9–6:14 reveals the amazing “coincidences” which took place. 
The irony was almost unbelievable. Haman had to parade the highly hon-
ored Mordecai through the city streets! This action resulted in a humiliated 
Haman attending the second banquet. At this second banquet, Esther 
stunned the king (and Haman) with her request.

King Xerxes obviously paid little attention to the details of his court. 
Haman had already tricked him into sending an edict to annihilate all Jews. 
The Hebrew words for destroy and enslave sound alike but have significantly 
different meanings. (The English words bear and bare are examples of 
words that sound the same but have different meanings.) More than likely, 
King Xerxes understood the Jews would be enslaved rather than destroyed. 
Esther alluded to this by saying she would have kept quiet if the Jews were 
sold as slaves, but a mass killing was a different matter.

The king also had paid little attention to his wife’s background and 
seemingly did not know she was a Jew. When Esther requested she and her 
people be released from the edict, she stood on the line between death and 
deliverance. The king’s fury was unleashed, not on her, but on the perpe-
trator. Esther blew the whistle on Haman. She saved the Jews, and Haman 
was hanged on the gallows he had built for Mordecai. Jews today remember 
the deliverance of their people from annihilation in a celebration called the 
Feast of Purim.

Protesting an Injustice

Take these steps when you feel called to protest an injustice:

1) Ask God if you are right.

2) Consider the risks involved.

3) Acknowledge your fear.

4) Be well-versed on the issues involved.

5) Enlist the support of others.

6) Take the necessary action.

7) Celebrate your success appropriately.
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Implications and Actions

Today, examples of injustice fill the news: human trafficking, poverty, 
homelessness, genocide, hunger, racism, and more. Injustice may be hitting 
up close and personal in your job, home, city, or church. At some point, you 
will come face-to-face with unfairness, and you may be the one who is called 
upon to take a stand.

The term whistle-blower has a negative connotation. Reporting an injus-
tice to your employer may cost you your job, rather than the wrongdoer. 
Reporting to authorities in any capacity carries a huge risk. Esther’s risk was 
at a national level, and she stood to lose her life. Your risk may be less than 
your life, but it may cost you everything else. None of us is exempt from the 
mandate as Christians to do what is right. When we choose to do nothing in 
the face of wrong, we have made the choice to side with it. When we come to 
a place in life where we are called to protest an injustice, we must remember 
Esther and remind ourselves that perhaps God has strategically placed us in 
the situation “for such a time as this.”

Questions

1. Esther knew Queen Vashti paid the price of expulsion when she 
denied the king’s request (Esther 1). Do you think Esther thought 
King Xerxes would respond differently to her if she approached him 
uninvited? What did she risk?

2. Compare Esther’s hesitation and then submission, to that of Jesus in 
the Garden of Gethsemane (Mark 14:35–36). What does this teach us 
about courage in the face of fear?
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3. Was Mordecai’s request for Esther to risk her life courageous or 
cowardly? Why?

4. Have you ever been asked to represent others in an unjust situation? 
If so, how did you feel toward those asking you to take the risk for 
them?

5. Have you ever had to put your job, reputation, or life on the line in 
order to bring injustice to light? What is your testimony regarding 
your experience with being in a place “for such a time as this?”

6. How do you see Esther’s story played out in the world today? Who are 
the Esthers of today? Do you support them? How?

Notes

1. http://www.goodreads.com/author/quotes/1049.Elie_Wiesel (Accessed 1/26/16).

2. Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations in lessons 5–7 are from the New 
Revised Standard Version of the Bible.

3. http://www.jewfaq.org/holiday0.htm (Accessed 1/26/16).
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Jeremiah 1
1 The words of Jeremiah son of Hilkiah, of the priests who were in 

Anathoth in the land of Benjamin, 2 to whom the word of the Lord came 

in the days of King Josiah son of Amon of Judah, in the thirteenth year 

of his reign. 3 It came also in the days of King Jehoiakim son of Josiah 

of Judah, and until the end of the eleventh year of King Zedekiah son 

of Josiah of Judah, until the captivity of Jerusalem in the fifth month.
4 Now the word of the Lord came to me saying,
5 “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, 

and before you were born I consecrated you; 

I appointed you a prophet to the nations.”
6 Then I said, “Ah, Lord God! Truly I do not know how to speak, for I 

am only a boy.” 

Introduction

Bad news is never pleasant, both for the hearer and the deliverer. Every mili-
tary spouse or parent knows the dread of a government car pulling up to 
their house with men or women in uniform approaching their door. One 
of my friends, an Army chaplain, delivered so many of those messages he 
became emotionally broken and required counseling. Neither hearer nor 
bearer wanted that message.

The International Mission Board of the Southern Baptist Convention 
announced in August, 2015, their plan to cut 600–800 missionary and staff 
positions. The cut was necessary because of overspending and the need to 
balance their budget to be sustainable for the future.1 A relatively new presi-
dent was the spokesperson for the agency. Imagine the fear and uncertainty 
that announcement brought to missionaries across the world. Imagine how 
this new leader dreaded having to make the announcement.

Both as hearers and bearers of bad news, we dread the moment of 
truth. But truth must be spoken. Such was the case in a little town outside 
Jerusalem around 627 bc. God had a message for Judah and the surround-
ing nations that required delivery. God was giving one final opportunity 
for the people to repent. For better or worse, Jeremiah was God’s appointed 
man to speak what no one wanted to hear.
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7 But the Lord said to me, “Do not say, ‘I am only a boy’; for you shall 

go to all to whom I send you, and you shall speak whatever I command 

you. 8 Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you to deliver you, says 

the Lord.”
9 Then the Lord put out his hand and touched my mouth; and the 

Lord said to me, “Now I have put my words in your mouth. 10 See, 

today I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms, to pluck up and 

to pull down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant.” 
11 The word of the Lord came to me, saying, “Jeremiah, what do you 

see?” 

And I said, “I see a branch of an almond tree.” 12 Then the Lord said 

to me, “You have seen well, for I am watching over my word to perform 

it.” 13 The word of the Lord came to me a second time, saying, “What 

do you see?” And I said, “I see a boiling pot, tilted away from the north.” 
14 Then the Lord said to me: Out of the north disaster shall break 

out on all the inhabitants of the land. 15 For now I am calling all the 

tribes of the kingdoms of the north, says the Lord; and they shall come 

and all of them shall set their thrones at the entrance of the gates of 

Jerusalem, against all its surrounding walls and against all the cities 

of Judah.16 And I will utter my judgments against them, for all their 

wickedness in forsaking me; they have made offerings to other gods, 

and worshiped the works of their own hands. 17 But you, gird up your 

loins; stand up and tell them everything that I command you. Do not 

break down before them, or I will break you before them. 18 And I 

for my part have made you today a fortified city, an iron pillar, and a 

bronze wall, against the whole land—against the kings of Judah, its 

princes, its priests, and the people of the land. 19 They will fight against 

you; but they shall not prevail against you, for I am with you, says the 

Lord, to deliver you.

The Prelude (Jeremiah 1:1–3)

It is an understatement to say God called Jeremiah in turbulent times. 
Because Israel had fallen to the Assyrians over 100 years earlier, Judah was 
located in the center of a triangle of warring countries. Egypt was a strong 
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power to their west. Assyria was a mega-power to the north, and Babylon 
was growing in strength to their east. A word from God was imminent for 
Judah, but it was strongly unwanted and rejected. Jeremiah was the mes-
senger for an unpopular message.

Jeremiah prophesied during the reign of five kings, from Josiah to 
Zedekiah. He was from a priestly family, but one with a history of conflict 
with Judah. That history would make him even more unpopular. Jeremiah’s 
ministry would end under Zedekiah when Jerusalem fell to Babylon in 586 
bc. His unpopular message proved true.

The Book of Jeremiah was pieced together in a complex and complicated 
way over a period of time. The first time Jeremiah dictated his words, his 
friend and scribe Baruch wrote them down on a scroll. The scroll caught the 
attention of the secretary and officials of the palace when someone read it 
aloud in the temple. King Jehoiakim promptly cut it into pieces and burned 
it, demonstrating how unpopular it was with him. Jeremiah dictated it again 
to Baruch, and it comprises part of the book we know today.

The Prophet (Jeremiah 1:4–10)

One reason the Bible can be so personal to us is because God is so personal 
with his people. Jeremiah’s call is an excellent example. Little did Jeremiah 
know God had commissioned him before he formed Jeremiah in his mother’s 
womb. Today, this truth should inspire us to value human life from concep-
tion forward. How could Jeremiah object if he knew God chose him before 
birth? But he would.

God told Jeremiah he knew him, consecrated him, and appointed him, 
all before he was born. “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you,” 
(Jeremiah 1:5a) sounds much like David’s Psalm 139:13, “For it was you who 
formed my inward parts; you knit me together in my mother’s womb.” Paul 
would acknowledge the same in Galatians 1:15, “But when God, who had set 
me apart before I was born and called me through his grace, was pleased to 
reveal his Son to me. . .” Each one of us can make the same claim. We are 
fearfully and wonderfully made to serve God in whatever capacity he calls 
us. We need not fear that call.
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Jeremiah experienced instant fear, however, followed by a rather weak 
objection. “Ah, Lord God! Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am only a 
boy” (Jer. 1:6). Do those words sound familiar? Moses tried several similar 
excuses when God called him to bring the Israelites out of Egypt. After God 
had nixed each excuse, Moses resorted to his last hope. “Oh my Lord, I have 
never been eloquent, neither in the past nor even now that you have spoken 
to your servant; but I am slow of speech and slow of tongue” (Exodus 4:10).

Paul encouraged Timothy to “let no one despise your youth” (1 Timothy 
4:12). Timothy would speak the good news of Jesus to those in Ephesus. 
Even good news was an unpopular message to the godless who wanted to 
remain in their ways. God promised Jeremiah, Moses, and Timothy that he 
would be with them to be their strength. God overpowers immature age, fear 
of public speaking, or any other personal excuse. We need not fear.

Fear lies behind all of our strong and feeble excuses. No one wants to be 
unpopular, unloved, or disliked. For some of us, that is all we will suffer if 

Prophets in the Old Testament

A prophet was one whom God chose to speak for him. He or she received 

a direct word from God through one or more of several means: direct 

declaration, vision, dream, or an appearance of God.

In the conquest and settlement of the Promised Land, most prophets 

spoke encouraging words.

Moses, Deborah, and Samuel spoke primarily of victory to the people. 

Elijah, Elisha, Gad, and Nathan spoke words of critique and advice to 

kings.

Messages of warning, with dire judgment if not heeded, came during 

the political upheaval of Israel and Judah. These prophets are called “writ-

ing” or “classical” prophets. We have books of the Old Testament by their 

names. They were Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, and Micah during the Assyrian 

conquests. Jeremiah and Ezekiel focused primarily on the Babylonian 

threats. During the Persian Empire, God spoke through Obadiah, Haggai, 

Zechariah, and Malachi.2

We must remember while God gave prophets words of doom; he also 

provided words of hope.
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we deliver a message no one wants to hear. For Jeremiah, Moses, and other 
prophets the result could be torture and even death. For Jeremiah, it would 
culminate in extreme suffering, incarceration, sinking in the mud of a deep 
well where he was left to die, and other tortures. With foreknowledge of 
what was to come, God still said, “Do not be afraid of them, for I am with 
you to deliver you” (Jer. 1:8).

To prove he would provide, God touched Jeremiah’s mouth and gave him 
the words he would speak. Indeed, God’s message included harsh words of 
judgment against the people of Judah. But they were always accompanied 
by words of hope. God told Jeremiah he would be set over kingdoms and 
nations to pluck up and to pull down, to destroy and to overthrow. Jeremiah 
must have trembled at this thought. God did not leave him there, however. 
God told him he would also be appointed to build and to plant.

The Visions (Jeremiah 1:11–16)

Visions were not commonplace in biblical times, but God used them as a 
vehicle for his message to most prophets in the Old Testament and, of course, 
to John on the Isle of Patmos as he wrote the Book of Revelation. Visions 
do not have to be ethereal or other-worldly. Today, an effective preacher or 
speaker uses word pictures to help listeners grasp truth. That is what God 
was doing with Jeremiah in these two visions.

The branch of an almond tree was the first vision, or picture, God gave 
Jeremiah. The Hebrew language is made up of word pictures, which makes 

Case Study

Your pastor has confided in you that your church is going to have to 

move its location to survive. People have moved out of the commu-

nity for several years. Others are not moving in. The community itself is 

drying up. He knows some people will be upset because this has been 

their family’s “building” for years. He dreads the response of the mem-

bers. He is asking for your advice on how to approach them. What would 

you advise?
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it difficult, sometimes impossible, to translate adequately into English. The 
Hebrew word used here means “to be ready” or “to hasten.” The almond tree 
is the first to blossom and produce fruit in the growing season. Through this 
vision, God was indicating he would be watching for the first opportunity to 
bring these judgments. God would not tarry; he was alert.

The second vision was a little more terrifying. The picture was that of 
a boiling pot, tilted away from the north. Babylon was growing in strength 
as Assyria was weakening. Babylon would siege and destroy Jerusalem 
in 587 bc. The idea of a seething, boiling pot pouring its contents across 
Jerusalem was terrifying. Jeremiah 39:3a indicates the accuracy of this 
vision: “When Jerusalem was taken, all the officials of the king of Babylon 
came and sat in the middle gate.” Read this alongside God’s words in 
Jeremiah 1:15,

For now I am calling all the tribes of the kingdoms of the north, says 
the Lord; and they shall come and all of them shall set their thrones 
at the entrance of the gates of Jerusalem, against all its surrounding 
walls and against all the cities of Judah.

No doubt Jeremiah was beginning to grasp the gravity of what God was 
calling him to do.

The Protector (Jeremiah 1:17–19)

I cannot count the times I claimed Jeremiah 1:17 before speaking at a con-
ference, retreat, or church. And I was usually speaking to a friendly crowd! 
Since much of my work focused on divorce recovery and single parenting, 
there were times when I needed to say what some of my listeners did not 
want to hear. “Do not break down before them, or I will break you before 
them” caused me to appear to be poised, even if I was not on the inside. My 
breaking down in front of them would be one thing, but God breaking me 
before them terrified me.

God had given Jeremiah the gist of his message: God’s judgment would 
be harsh and quick. Imagine Jeremiah’s terrified thoughts at that moment. 
He was going to be giving this message of doom to virtually every officer 
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and leader in the country—the king, the princes, priests, and all the people. 
God, of course, knew the torture in store for his messenger. He did not leave 
Jeremiah without a strong pep talk. God’s pep talk, unlike ours sometimes, 
was in concrete. He would back Jeremiah at every turn.

“Gird up your loins” is a rather common phrase in Scripture. Men wore 
long lower garments and would not be able to run without pulling them up to 
their waist or loins. Jeremiah was going to have to be ready to travel. God’s 
message was important, and it was imminent. God had given Jeremiah his 
orders. Now God was ready to assure Jeremiah of his presence and power.

Through these discussions, God said he would be with Jeremiah to 
deliver him. Then God told him how this would be accomplished. God gave 
real word pictures to Jeremiah. He would make Jeremiah a fortified city, 
an iron pillar, and a bronze wall. These images in Jeremiah’s mind must 
have given him courage. He would stand against the entire land, but God 
was making him indestructible. Surely Jeremiah’s courage was beginning to 
build. It would wane from time to time in the coming years, but each time he 
would remember God’s faithfulness. (See Jeremiah 20:9–13.)

Implications and Actions

We live in a culture of many prophets: financial gurus, political candidates, 
environmental scientists, and religious foretellers. We constantly listen to 
messages of doom and gloom. Sometimes these prove to be true, but more 
often they do not. As a result, much of the world has come to pay little, if 
any, attention to such speakers. People are used to negative messages, and 
many have developed an aversion to anything they do not want to hear. 
Consequently, when an unpopular message is necessary, we face much doubt 
and wariness.

There may be few, if any, times God would call on us to bring a prophecy, 
especially of a future event. But God does call us to preach, speak, and teach 
his word. As in Jeremiah, good news is often unpopular to those who do not 
want to hear it. And there are messages of lesser importance we may need to 
deliver, such as an upcoming school closing or a change in personnel at work. 
Our responsibilities in delivering any unpopular messages are to know we 
are speaking truth—and to speak with authority laced with grace.
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Questions

1. Have you ever had to deliver an unpopular message to a group or an 
individual? What excuses did you make?

2. If you had to give God a list of your weaknesses in delivering any 
message, what would they be?

3. Are there areas in your life where you are aware of a truth you need to 
speak, or a wrong you need to right?
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4. What would be your prayer concerning such an awareness?

5. Read Jeremiah 1:17, 19. What truths can you draw from these verses 
should you be called to deliver an unpopular message?

Notes

1. http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2015/august-web-only/southern-baptists- 
will-cut–800-missionaries-imb-david-platt.html (Accessed 1/26/16).

2. Trent Butler, General Editor, Holman Bible Dictionary (Nashville, TN: Holman Bible 
Publishers, 1991), 1141–1142.
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Introduction

On some days, I am not sure I want to know what is going on in the world. 
If I could manage to avoid the newspaper, television reports, Internet head-
lines, and local gossip, I might convince myself all is right with this world. 
But clear vision tells me that is far from reality.

No one expects his or her day to be life-changing and certainly not life-
threatening. After all, we plan our days and get our lives organized. Some 
of us send our small children to school, our young adults to college, and we 
head for work. Others begin retirement activities they have anticipated for 
years. And on those days, it is easy to trust that God is in complete control.

However, on those days when a teenager shoots his schoolmates, or a 
child is beheaded in a foreign country because her parents would not deny 
Christ, I am forced to ask myself a difficult question: Would I trust God in 
the face of threats to my life or those I love?

This story from the Book of Daniel gives me hope. I can face danger 
or threat from humanity based on the assurance of God’s sovereignty and 
faithfulness.

Daniel 3:1–2, 8–18, 25–29
1 King Nebuchadnezzar made a golden statue whose height was 

sixty cubits and whose width was six cubits; he set it up on the plain 

of Dura in the province of Babylon. 2 Then King Nebuchadnezzar 

sent for the satraps, the prefects, and the governors, the counselors, 

the treasurers, the justices, the magistrates, and all the officials of the 

provinces, to assemble and come to the dedication of the statue that 

King Nebuchadnezzar had set up.

8 Accordingly, at this time certain Chaldeans came forward and 

denounced the Jews. 9 They said to King Nebuchadnezzar, “O king, live 

forever! 10 You, O king, have made a decree, that everyone who hears 

the sound of the horn, pipe, lyre, trigon, harp, drum, and entire musical 

ensemble, shall fall down and worship the golden statue, 11 and 

whoever does not fall down and worship shall be thrown into a furnace 
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of blazing fire. 12 There are certain Jews whom you have appointed 

over the affairs of the province of Babylon: Shadrach, Meshach, and 

Abednego. These pay no heed to you, O king. They do not serve your 

gods and they do not worship the golden statue that you have set up.” 
13 Then Nebuchadnezzar in furious rage commanded that 

Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego be brought in; so they brought 

those men before the king. 14 Nebuchadnezzar said to them, “Is it true, 

O Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, that you do not serve my gods 

and you do not worship the golden statue that I have set up? 15 Now if 

you are ready when you hear the sound of the horn, pipe, lyre, trigon, 

harp, drum, and entire musical ensemble to fall down and worship the 

statue that I have made, well and good. But if you do not worship, you 

shall immediately be thrown into a furnace of blazing fire, and who is 

the god that will deliver you out of my hands?” 
16 Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego answered the king, “O 

Nebuchadnezzar, we have no need to present a defense to you in this 

matter. 17 If our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the 

furnace of blazing fire and out of your hand, O king, let him deliver 

us. 18 But if not, be it known to you, O king, that we will not serve your 

gods and we will not worship the golden statue that you have set up.”

25 He replied, “But I see four men unbound, walking in the middle 

of the fire, and they are not hurt; and the fourth has the appearance of 

a god.” 26 Nebuchadnezzar then approached the door of the furnace 

of blazing fire and said, “Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, servants 

of the Most High God, come out! Come here!” So Shadrach, Meshach, 

and Abednego came out from the fire. 27 And the satraps, the prefects, 

the governors, and the king’s counselors gathered together and saw 

that the fire had not had any power over the bodies of those men; the 

hair of their heads was not singed, their tunics were not harmed, and 

not even the smell of fire came from them. 28 Nebuchadnezzar said, 

“Blessed be the God of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, who has 

sent his angel and delivered his servants who trusted in him. They 

disobeyed the king’s command and yielded up their bodies rather 

than serve and worship any god except their own God. 29 Therefore I 

make a decree: Any people, nation, or language that utters blasphemy 
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against the God of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego shall be torn 

limb from limb, and their houses laid in ruins; for there is no other god 

who is able to deliver in this way.”

Background (Daniel 1 and 2)

Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego never intended to stand before a power-
ful Persian king. Nor did they intend to live in Persia and serve in the court 
of the king. In fact, even their names were aliases, changed from Hebrew to 
Persian names without their permission. Life had not gone as they expected. 
It seldom does.

These young men, along with their more famous and popular friend, 
Daniel, were caught up in the first deportation of Jews after Babylon besieged 
Jerusalem in 605 bc. Actually, they were chosen rather than caught. In the 
first deportation, Babylon took the more talented and educated Judeans. 
From that large group, King Nebuchadnezzar of Persia directed his palace 
master to bring to him the brightest and best of the royal line and nobility. 
Among these were Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego.

The king’s plan was to wine and dine them for three years, along with 
educating them to become officers in his court. He planned to give them 
royal rations of food and wine. The four men asked to receive only vegeta-
bles and water. After ten days, they were more robust than those who had 
eaten the king’s rations. God gifted them with superior knowledge and skill 
in literature and wisdom. Not surprisingly, they were chosen to serve in the 
king’s court.

Daniel, to whom God gave insight into all visions and dreams, interpreted 
a dream for the king when none of Babylon’s wise men could. In gratitude, 
the king promoted Daniel as ruler over the entire province of Babylon. As 
such, Daniel made a request, and the king appointed his three friends to 
positions of authority. More importantly, Nebuchadnezzar acknowledged 
God as “God of gods and Lord of kings” (Daniel 2:47).
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The Stage was Set (Daniel 3:1–2)

King Nebuchadnezzar was short on humility and long on arrogance. He did 
acknowledge God, but he was not satisfied to worship only God. There were 
other gods, according to the Babylonians, and Nebuchadnezzar was about to 
erect one more. This statue may or may not have been a replica of him, but 
no doubt he saw it as representing himself as the king.

A golden image, ninety-feet-high by nine-feet-wide was built and set 
on the plain of Dura. We know little about Dura and its location, but it 
probably was central to all worshippers. Among these worshippers, King 
Nebuchadnezzar demanded the presence of all his courtiers and the offi-
cials of his provinces. Oddly, Daniel is never mentioned in this story, but 

Court Stories in the Book of Daniel

The first six chapters of Daniel showcase six stories of conflict and con-

test, known as court tales, that took place in the royal courts of Babylon. 

Because of their superior wisdom and insight, Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach, 

and Abednego were chosen to serve in the king’s court. Each story tested 

the faith of some or all of these men. But the real test proved the faithful-

ness and sovereignty of God to those who put their trust in him. Here is 

a list of the encounters:

1) Daniel and his friends renounced the king’s rations, insisted on a 

diet of vegetables and water, and after ten days they surpassed all 

the other young men.

2) Daniel interpreted King Nebuchadnezzar’s dream.

3) Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego refused to worship a golden 

image, and Nebuchadnezzar cast them into a furnace.

4) Daniel interpreted a second dream for the king in which the king 

went mad.

5) A mysterious hand wrote a prophecy on the wall in the court of 

King Belshazzar, and Daniel interpreted it.

6) God shut the mouths of the lions when Daniel was thrown into a 

den with them.
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Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego came at the king’s call for the dedica-
tion. Here the audacious ultimatum was given: at the sound of a specifically 
named musical ensemble, everyone was to fall down and worship the golden 
statue.

The Threat was Real (Daniel 3:8–18)

These three friends were in a situation that would put their lives at risk. 
Though today our circumstances are not usually as dire, the time seems to 
be approaching when we could face a threat. ISIS and other terrorists have 
taken a special interest in Christians as their targets. Christian persecutions 
doubled in 2013.1 Although we may not face death, our loyalties to God will 
most certainly be tested at some time. We must learn from these three brave 
men.

For some reason, the Chaldeans (astrologers) blew the whistle on these 
Jews. They may have been jealous that the king promoted foreigners to 
positions they felt they deserved. Or, they may have joined all Babylonians 
in hatred for these Jews simply because they would not totally conform to 
the Persian culture. Whatever their reason, their goal for punishment was 
achieved.

In a rage (a phrase often attributed to Nebuchadnezzar), the king ordered 
Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego to be brought before him. He charged 
them with insubordination, but he never gave them a chance to answer the 
charges levied against them. His threat was real: if they failed to bow down 
to the golden statue, they would be thrown into a fiery furnace. Then, as if 
to taunt them, he added, “and who is the god that will deliver you out of my 
hands?” (3:15b).

Ordering their cruel death was one thing, but mocking their God was 
another. How quickly the king had forgotten the impotence of his lesser gods 
and the miracle of the one true God.

The courageous response Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego gave the 
king has become a staple in Sunday school stories. First, they addressed 
him as Nebuchadnezzar, without the title of King. We do not know if they 
intended the omission as an insult, but it was indicative of their resolve to 
ignore intimidation.
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It is easy to overlook the beautiful prelude to this famous speech. The 
three men informed the king they would not defend their action. The refusal 
to bow down to the golden statue was not about them; it was about God, 
and they had no need to defend God. Neither do we. God is quite capable of 
making his power known without our assistance. Our weak and sometimes 
clumsy attempts to explain why we trust God may get in the way of God’s 
movement. There are times we simply need to remain silent and trust him.

Then came the brave, resolute answer:

If our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the furnace of 
blazing fire and out of your hand, O king, let him deliver us. But if 
not, be it known to you, O king, that we will not serve your gods and 
we will not worship the golden statue that you have set up (3:17–18).

They did not bargain with God, saying they trusted him to get them out 
of their predicament. There was no need to say what they trusted God to do. 
They simply trusted God period. Because God is God, no further negotiation 
was needed.

The instruments sounded and the three Jews stood tall. They did not 
need to fear the king’s punishment; they had a healthy fear of God. King 

Case Studies

• Your boss has told you he respects your freedom to be a Christian, 

but he feels that having a Bible on your desk infringes on the 

freedom of others in the company. What is your response?

• Your child’s teacher has sent home a note stating your child will 

not be allowed to pray with her friends during recess. How do you 

respond?

• In your social club, there are more non-Christians than Christians. 

When you bring up anything about your faith or Jesus, they laugh 

and tease you about trusting God in such an evil world. What 

should you do?

• A family member asks you why God allows so much pain in this 

world. What do you say?
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Nebuchadnezzar had no power over them. Their power rested in God. 
Burning in a furnace was a common punishment in Babylon (see Jeremiah 
29:22). A slow burn may have been worse, but in his rage the king demanded 
the fire be heated seven times more than usual, which stoked it to its 
maximum capacity. (The number seven always stands for completeness in 
the Bible.) The heat was so extreme that the soldiers who cast Shadrach, 
Meshach, and Abednego into the furnace burned to death.

The Fire was Powerless (Daniel 3:25–29)

It is amazing that King Nebuchadnezzar wanted to watch the men burn. 
After all, he had liked and respected them enough to make them officers 
in his court. And who would want to watch such a horrible execution? He 
was not watching alone. The same provincial government officers who had 
seen these men refusing to bow down to an idol were present. But God had 
a different scene to show them. Nebuchadnezzar rose in astonishment as he 
stared, probably rubbed his eyes, and looked again. He had cast three men 
into the fire, but a fourth figure with the “appearance of a god” walked with 
them (3:25).

Had the scene not been in such a tragic circumstance, the king’s response 
would have been almost comical. Imagine going to the door of the oven and 
asking these men to step out of the raging fire! Obviously, Nebuchadnezzar 
knew they would. Only three men emerged, however, and they were 
unscathed. Their clothing was untouched; they did not smell of smoke or 
burned flesh, and not a hair on their heads was singed.

The king and all who were watching saw “the fire had not had any power 
over the bodies of those men” (3:27b). Rather, they were forced to recognize 
that God had the power over Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, not any 
earthly person or danger. To his credit, King Nebuchadnezzar gave credit to 
their God. He publicly acknowledged they had disobeyed his personal com-
mand and trusted their bodies to their God, rather than worship any other 
god. God honored their faith and was glorified.

The story of these faithful young men ended with a pagan king declar-
ing anyone who dared to blaspheme this God would face punishment. The 
trio would never be mentioned again in Scripture; however, their faith had 
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shown a pagan nation there was no other god who was able to deliver them. 
Their witness continues today.

Implications and Actions

Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego declared to the king that even if God 
did not save them, they would not worship any other god. As a hospital chap-
lain, I so often hear people say they know God is going to heal a loved one. 
Seldom do I hear them say even if God does not, he is still their God.

We can and must trust God for who he is, not for what he does. Friends 
and relatives of the nine people massacred at Emanuel African Methodist 
Episcopal Church in Charleston, South Carolina, would have given anything 
they had for God to spare the lives of these Christians. But God did not. 
Instead, God’s name has been proclaimed and glorified across the world by 
these faithful family and church members.

God has always proved his faithfulness to his people. Because of this 
truth, we need not fear anything humanity can do to us.

Questions

1. Who was the fourth figure walking in the midst of the men in the 
furnace? (Dan. 3:25)

2. What false gods do we have today? What constitutes “worship” of 
them?
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3. How do you define persecution in your town, state, or country?

4. Have you ever felt persecuted because you are a Christian? Describe 
it.

5. In what way, if any, does the story of the three men in the furnace 
strengthen your faith?

6. Do you trust God will always deliver you from persecution, or even 
pain? What if he does not?

Notes

1. http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/01/09/christian-persecution_n_4568286.html 
(Accessed 1/26/16).
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Jonah 1:1–3
1 The word of the Lord came to Jonah son of Amittai: 2 “Go to the 

great city of Nineveh and preach against it, because its wickedness has 

come up before me.” 3 But Jonah ran away from the Lord and headed 

for Tarshish. He went down to Joppa, where he found a ship bound for 

that port. After paying the fare, he went aboard and sailed for Tarshish 

to flee from the Lord.”

Jonah 3:1–5

“1 Then the word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time: 2 “Go 

to the great city of Nineveh and proclaim to it the message I give 

you.” 3 Jonah obeyed the word of the Lord and went to Nineveh. Now 

Nineveh was a very important city—a visit required three days. 4 On the 

first day, Jonah started into the city. He proclaimed: “Forty more days 

and Nineveh will be overturned.” 5 The Ninevites believed God. They 

declared a fast, and all of them, from the greatest to the least, put on 

sackcloth.

Introduction

When I was a child, one of our neighbors was an amputee. I was afraid of 
him, though he never treated me harshly. When he spoke with my parents, 
he was respectful and kind. Still, I was afraid of him. Why? He was different. 
I had never seen a man with only one leg. There is something within most 
human beings that makes us fear the unfamiliar or those who are different. 
This phobia was certainly true of Jonah.

The Book of Jonah is quite different from those of other prophets. The 
others are collections of oracles or sermons while the Book of Jonah show-
cases only one sermon, consisting of a mere eight words. The rest of the book 
is a story. And what an exciting and dramatic story it is! From beginning to 
end, there are plenty of surprises, twists, and turns. In this story we will see 
how Jonah’s fears increased his prejudice toward the Ninevites.1
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Jonah 4:1–11
1 But Jonah was greatly displeased and became angry. 2 He prayed 

to the Lord, “O Lord, is this not what I said when I was still at home? That 

is why I was so quick to flee to Tarshish. I knew that you are a gracious 

and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God 

who relents from sending calamity. 3 Now, O Lord, take away my life, 

for it is better for me to die than to live.” 4 But the Lord replied, “Have 

you any right to be angry?” 5 Jonah went out and sat down at a place 

east of the city. There he made himself a shelter, sat in its shade and 

waited to see what would happen to the city. 
6 Then the Lord God provided a vine and made it grow up over 

Jonah to give shade for his head to ease his discomfort, and Jonah was 

very happy about the vine. 7 But at dawn the next day God provided a 

worm, which chewed the vine so that it withered. 8 When the sun rose, 

God provided a scorching east wind, and the sun blazed on Jonah’s 

head so that he grew faint. He wanted to die, and said, “It would be 

better for me to die than to live.” 
9 But God said to Jonah, “Do you have a right to be angry about the 

vine?” “I do,” he said. “I am angry enough to die.” 10 But the Lord said, 

“You have been concerned about this vine, though you did not tend 

it or make it grow. It sprang up overnight and died overnight. 11 But 

Nineveh has more than a hundred and twenty thousand people who 

cannot tell their right hand from their left, and many cattle as well. 

Should I not be concerned about that great city?”

Jonah’s Fears Revealed (1:1–3)

The story begins quite simply. God came to Jonah and asked him to go to the 
city Nineveh and preach to its citizens. The people of Nineveh were evil, and 
God could not allow them to continue in their sin. God’s directive to Jonah 
was quite unusual. At the height of Assyrian rule and for some fifty years, 
Nineveh was one of the largest cities in the world. It was the capital of the 
Assyrian Empire. The Assyrians were known for their expertise and bru-
tality in warfare. They were despised by much of the Mediterranean world, 
including Jonah. There were few who had not experienced the terrible wrath 
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of the Assyrians. Nahum’s words about Nineveh’s downfall in 612 bc are an 
echo of how most people felt: “Nothing can heal your wound; your injury is 
fatal. Everyone who hears the news about you claps his hands at your fall, for 
who has not felt your endless cruelty?” (Nahum 3:19)

Imagine Jonah’s surprise when God asked him to preach to this foreign 
and pagan city. The Bible taught that Yahweh was the Lord of all nations, 
even a nation as evil as the Assyrian Empire. But the work of a Hebrew 
prophet was traditionally to preach to the nation of Israel. The prophets 
mentioned pagan nations in their preaching, but only as a warning to Israel. 
The prophets never expected the pagan nations to hear their sermons, much 
less heed them.

The second startling twist is that Jonah disobeyed God. He left for 
Tarsish, a city on the coast of Spain. This city was located the opposite direc-
tion of Nineveh. Jonah 1:1–3 repeats the name Tarshish twice to emphasize 
Jonah had no intention of going to Nineveh. At first, no reason is given for 
Jonah’s disobedience. We later learn that he hated the city of Nineveh, and 
this hatred produced an extreme prejudice against the people who lived 
there. Jonah’s prejudice caused him to become a fugitive from God.

Where was Tarshish?

There is no small amount of mystery over the exact location of the 

ancient city known at Tarshish. It was generally accepted to be a place 

west of the Palestinian and Phoenician coast. While the name certainly 

arose from an actual place, in the Old Testament, Tarshish is primarily a 

term for a vague, faraway place (Psalm 72:10). Few in the Mediterranean 

world would have ever actually traveled the seas, so the near-legendary 

place was rumored to be a source of great wealth and beauty (Jeremiah 

10:9; Ezekiel 27:12; 38:13). The first-century Jewish historian, Josephus, 

identified Tarshish with the city of Tarsus in Cilicia of Asia Minor, north-

east of Israel. The traditional identification of Tarshish, however, is the 

city of Tartessus, a Phoenician colony on the Guadalquivir River in south-

ern Spain. If accurate, Jonah would have been traveling due west from 

Joppa, the exact opposite direction from Nineveh. It would also represent 

the place that was as far away from Nineveh as a person could venture.
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Jonah’s Fears Confronted (1:4–2:10)

On the Mediterranean voyage to Tarshish, Jonah’s ship encountered a ter-
rible storm. The sailors were terrified. They threw everything overboard in 
an attempt to lighten the load and stabilize the ship. The sailors prayed to 
their respective gods, but to no avail. The captain went down to the lower 
part of the ship and found Jonah sound asleep. He implored him to wake up 
and make an appeal to his God. Jonah had no intention of speaking to God. 
In fact, by taking a nap in the midst of the life-threatening storm, Jonah 
showed the great lengths to which he would go to get away from God. God 
was still chasing Jonah, and Jonah was still running.

The sailors decided that someone on the ship was at fault. They drew 
lots to identify the culprit, and the lot fell to Jonah. They grilled him with 
questions to get to the bottom of why God was so angry. Jonah never told 
them he was running from God, but they drew that conclusion based on his 
answers to their questions.

Jonah finally offered to sacrifice himself. He told them to throw him 
overboard. The pagan sailors refused to do it. They tried to row the ship to 
land, but the storm was too great. The ship was sinking. All hope was gone. 
In one last desperate attempt to save the ship and their lives, they prepared 
to throw Jonah overboard. But first, they offered a prayer of absolution, 
asking God to forgive them for what they were about to do.

In this entire scene, Jonah never offered a single prayer to God. When 
he did speak of God, it was in a distant and unemotional tone. The ship’s 
captain and crew—all considered pagans— were more spiritual in their 
approach to life than was Jonah. Ironically, Jonah refused to preach to the 
people of Nineveh because he considered them pagan enemies of Israel. 
However, the pagan sailors could have taught Jonah a lesson on compassion 
and spirituality.

The sailors finally threw Jonah overboard. The sea immediately calmed 
and the ship was spared. God also spared Jonah from drowning, assigning a 
large fish to swallow him.

Jonah spent three days in the belly of the fish. He used the time to com-
pose a song of praise and confession. He praised God for saving him from 
the sea by providing the fish. He also confessed God’s greatness and his own 
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weakness. He promised to obey God the rest of his life. God then caused the 
fish to spit Jonah onto the shore.

Jonah Gets a Second Chance (3:1–10)

We do not know how much time passed between Jonah’s experience with 
the fish and God’s second call, but God did call Jonah a second time to go to 
Nineveh and preach to its people. Jonah had learned his lesson. He followed 
God’s instructions to the letter.

On the first day Jonah entered the large city of Nineveh and he began 
to preach a simple, one-sentence sermon: “Forty more days and Nineveh 
will be overturned” (3:4). No doubt he preached it with little enthusiasm. 
He gave no further instructions. He offered no advice on how to avoid the 
destruction, no word about the possibility of God’s grace. He simply gave 
them the minimal amount of information. Later, Jonah admitted that he 
knew God would relent and spare the citizens of Nineveh if they repented 
(4:2). However, in his mini-sermon he made no mention of this knowledge.

The citizens of Nineveh responded to Jonah’s preaching in a miraculous 
way. They believed his eight-word message and repented from their sins. 
They fasted and prayed. The entire nation took on the universal posture of 
mourning and grieving, putting on sackcloth and sitting in ashes. To drive 
the point of their sorrow even further, they dressed their animals in sack-
cloth and included them in the fast. They agreed to turn away from their 
violent ways. Their motivation was clear: “Who knows? God may yet relent 
and with compassion turn from his fierce anger so that we will not perish” 
(3:9).

Jonah’s Fears Realized (4:1–10)

In fact, that’s what happened. God saw the sincerity of their repentance 
and the visible manifestation of their sorrow, and he turned his wrath away 
from them and forgave their sins. God spared the city because of the peo-
ple’s sincere response to Jonah’s preaching. Jonah, however, was angry and 
depressed. He did not view the sparing of Nineveh from the wrath of God 
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as a successful mission. He wanted to see Nineveh destroyed. Jonah’s long-
held fear, fueled by an irrational prejudice, came true (4:2). Jonah was bitter 
and asked God to end his life. The way Jonah saw it, rescue was a good thing 
when he was the one being rescued, but Nineveh did not deserve such grace 
(4:3).

Jonah complained to God (4:2–3). His complaint had two parts. First 
he told God, “I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow 
to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity.” 
Jonah knew that if he preached to Nineveh and they repented, God would 
forgive them. It is telling that he never included this in his preaching to the 
people of Nineveh. His extreme prejudice had trumped the central mission 
of the prophet: truth-telling.

The second part of Jonah’s complaint was a suicide wish. He asked God 
to take his life because he would rather die than go on living knowing that he 
was a contributor to the salvation of the enemy. God responded, informing 
Jonah that he had no right to be angry.

The book ends with a living parable (4:5–8). It is a parable meant to show 
the irony of Jonah’s attitude. Jonah had set up a small shack at the edge of 
the city of Nineveh, hoping to witness her destruction. Jonah was suffer-
ing under the scorching sun as he waited. God caused a vine to grow over 
Jonah’s head to give him shade and ease his suffering. Jonah was happy 

Uncovering Prejudice

• Talk about ways you have experienced prejudice.

• Examine a news source and look for articles that address 

prejudice.

• Make a list of people groups that might be considered enemies. 

Talk about how you can change the way you view them.

• Discuss how the events of September 11 have impacted you. How 

has that event and other terrorist acts affected the way you view 

Muslims? People from the Middle East?

• Name some people groups and professions that can experience 

hateful reactions. Discuss the reasons for this.
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about the shade. God then provided a worm to chew up the vine and destroy 
it. The next day, God caused the sun and wind to beat down without mercy 
on Jonah. Jonah grew faint and, once again, was angry and wished to die. 
God repeated his claim that Jonah had no right to be angry.

Jonah was upset over the loss of a vine that he did not plant or make 
grow. However, he had no concern whatsoever for more than 120,000 people 
without God in Nineveh. God’s final question was a condemnation of Jonah’s 
prejudicial hatred: “Should I not be concerned about that great city?” (4:11).

Ironically, both Nineveh and Jonah began this story in sinful disobedi-
ence to God. Nineveh repented from that sinfulness, but Jonah never did. 
Jonah wanted Nineveh destroyed, but God wanted them to repent so that he 
could spare them. Jonah admitted he knew all along this was God’s desire. 
However, Jonah’s nationalistic pride and blinding prejudice would not allow 
such a possibility. God, motivated by love, extended mercy and grace; Jonah’s 
motive was selfishness. Jonah and God were on different agendas from the 
beginning of the story until its end.

Jonah was caught in a vicious cycle. Prejudice produces fear, and fear 
feeds prejudice. When we allow our fears to produce prejudice, we have 
violated the plan of God. Selfishness is at the root of our prejudices. Such 
selfishness can erupt into anger and violence. We can fight prejudicial fear 
only with God’s compassion, mercy, and grace.

Implications and Actions

Jonah teaches us the danger of allowing our prejudices to inform our deci-
sions and actions. Our natural fears of the unknown and unfamiliar can 
cause us to act with hateful prejudice against others. We should always ques-
tion our fears and strive to go outside our comfort zone to understand our 
neighbors. Jesus taught us to love our enemies. We should seek to get to 
know and understand the way others think and live before we form opinions 
about them. In some ways, the world is coming to us as our country grows 
more and more diverse. We can start breaking down barriers by walking 
across the street and getting to know our neighbors from other countries 
and cultures.
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Questions

1. What are some of the underlying reasons people are prejudiced?

2. What are some of the fears that lead to prejudice?

3. What are subtle ways prejudice creeps into our society?
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4. Who do we see as our enemies today? How do we foster prejudice 
against them?

5. What are some things you can do to raise awareness of prejudice?

6. Why was Jonah never able to overcome his prejudice? How can you 
avoid the same mistake?

Notes

1. Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations in lessons 8–10 are from the New 
International Version (1984 edition).
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Introduction

The phrase “Be afraid, be very afraid” is a tagline from the 1986 horror flick 
The Fly. Google the phrase and you will get millions of results. The challenge 
is to be afraid of the right things. The things people most fear almost never 
happen—falls from high places, spider bites, and airplane crashes. What 
people commonly fear is not always what should spark an adrenaline rush.

Often our fears are related to our needs. We become fearful that our 
physical or emotional needs will not be met. In this lesson, Jesus teaches us 
that we can trust God to provide for all of our needs.

Luke 12:22–34
22 Then Jesus said to his disciples: “Therefore I tell you, do not 

worry about your life, what you will eat; or about your body, what 

you will wear. 23 Life is more than food, and the body more than 

clothes. 24 Consider the ravens: They do not sow or reap, they have no 

storeroom or barn; yet God feeds them. And how much more valuable 

you are than birds! 25 Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to 

his life? 26 Since you cannot do this very little thing, why do you worry 

about the rest? 
27 Consider how the lilies grow. They do not labor or spin. Yet I tell 

you, not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these. 
28 If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today, 

and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, how much more will he clothe 

you, O you of little faith! 29 And do not set your heart on what you will 

eat or drink; do not worry about it. 30 For the pagan world runs after all 

such things, and your Father knows that you need them. 31 But seek his 

kingdom, and these things will be given to you as well. 
32 Do not be afraid, little flock, for your Father has been pleased to 

give you the kingdom. 33 Sell your possessions and give to the poor. 

Provide purses for yourselves that will not wear out, a treasure in 

heaven that will not be exhausted, where no thief comes near and no 

moth destroys. 34 For where your treasure is, there your heart will be 

also.”
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The Futility of Fear and Worry (Luke 12:1–21)

Jesus was instructing his disciples on the need for faithfulness in times of 
persecution (Luke 12:1–12) when he was interrupted by a man from the 
crowd who demanded some help. The man wanted Jesus to act as an arbi-
trator between him and his brother. Apparently, they were having a dispute 
over an inheritance. The man had received the short end of the stick and 
wanted Jesus to make it right. Rabbis would often play such a role in village 
life.

At first, this request seemed to have nothing to do with what Jesus had 
been talking about, but he found a way to use the interruption to make a 
relevant point. Jesus also expanded his audience. After the interruption, 
he addressed the crowd. Obviously, the lesson that he had in mind was as 
important to the crowd as it was to his disciples.

In a brief parable (12:16–21), Jesus told the story of a rich farmer who 
was a “fool,” which is a euphemism for someone whose actions denied God. 
A wealthy farmer had stored up plenty in his barns. However, he had an 
unusually good crop and had no place to store the excess. The farmer decided 
that the answer to his dilemma was to build bigger barns. He tore down his 
existing barns and replaced them with bigger ones. He then felt safe because 
he had stored up plenty. He celebrated. However, what he did not know was 
that he would die that night. Jesus ended the parable with a telling question: 
“Who will get what you have prepared for yourself?” The implied answer? 
Other people.

The wealthy farmer was a fool because he failed to consider God in his 
plans. This concept is central to Luke 12. Jesus was teaching his disciples 
to stand against persecution and not to worry about what they would eat 
or wear. They could live this way because they knew God would take care of 
them. The central theme of “depending on God for everything” holds Luke 
12 together under one banner. Staying alert to what God is doing in the 
world and seeking God’s kingdom first are the new values for the disciples of 
Jesus, replacing worry and fear.

Jesus used the man’s request for an arbitrator as a launching pad to 
showcase the foolishness of worrying over such things in the face of the 
greater work of God in the world. The wealthy farmer’s error was not so 
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much in storing his abundance, but rather in his dependence on the excess 
for a sense of security. He had failed to take God’s plan for his life into con-
sideration. Ultimate security can be found only in God. Jesus prefaced the 
parable with a warning against greed. He defined greed as measuring a per-
son’s value by the abundance of his possessions. Greed wants more when you 
already have enough. Jesus called this pursuit foolishness because it fails to 
take into account the purposes, plans, and provision of God.

The Antidote for Fear and Worry (12:22–28)

After telling the parable, Jesus encouraged his disciples to trust in God’s 
provision (12:22–23). He emphasized worry can hurt us. It can paralyze us, 
and in the end, it can kill us. In all these ways, worry keeps us from fully 
serving God.

Jesus used the parable to launch into another set of warnings (12:22–
34). These teachings began with a general warning: This is how it will turn 
out (as with the foolish wealthy farmer) for anyone who stores up treasures 
for himself, but is not generous toward God. He then began to expand on 
that idea with a series of instructions for how a disciple of Jesus should live. 
The instructions cover all of life: what you eat, how you treat your body, and 
what you wear. He gave three examples: the ravens (food), the human body 
(health), and the lilies (clothes).

Consider the ravens, Jesus said. They do not build barns, yet God pro-
vides for them. Arguing from lesser to greater, Jesus taught that anxiety 
over daily provisions is unnecessary. Jesus made his point even stronger by 
specifically choosing to use the raven as an example. In a parallel passage 
in the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus referenced birds in general (Matt. 6:26); 
however, here he specifically singles out ravens. The raven, a bird of prey, 
was considered a detestable and unclean bird by Jewish standards (Leviticus 
11:13–15). If God provides for this repugnant, unclean bird, how much more 
will he provide for us, his beloved and chosen children?

Jesus also said, consider the body. Can you, by your worrying, keep it 
alive for one single hour? The obvious answer is “No.” So why worry? Again, 
it is fruitless. Here Jesus alluded to the destructive nature of stress. He 
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drove his point home, once again, by arguing from the lesser to the greater: 
if one cannot add a single hour to life by worrying, then what good does it 
do to worry about the lesser things (what you will eat, wear, and so forth). 
No one can argue that worrying adds hours to life; it takes hours from life. 
The ancients had a limited understanding of the body and health compared 
to our modern understanding. However, they understood the physical toll 
of worry. Stress and worry impact sleep and appetite. The ancients could tell 
worry and stress drained the body of energy.

And finally, Jesus said, consider the lilies. They are beautiful, yet they do 
not have a closet full of clothes, nor do they worry about how to dress. Here, 
Jesus reminded the disciples of Solomon, the wealthiest king in Hebrew 
history. In contrast to Solomon’s immense wealth and luxurious wardrobe, 
Jesus pointed to the lilies. They do nothing to clothe themselves, yet God 
takes care of them. If God does this for flowers with a limited lifespan, how 
much more will he do it for us, who are eternal beings? Jesus addressed 
those who worry about such things as children of “little faith,” because 
they showed a basic lack of trust in God and his promises. These illustrative 
vignettes are stark contrasts that force us to see the overarching love and 
care of God in providing for our daily needs.

Solomon’s Wealth

Solomon’s wisdom was well-known. People, including the queen of 

Sheba (1 Kings 10:1), traveled from far away to consult with him on mat-

ters of state. Of course, he also completed construction of the temple, 

building a magnificent palace in Jerusalem and securing a plentiful 

supply of water for the city. But his work was not limited to Jerusalem. 

He expanded the commercial industry of the nation. In a single year, 

he collected tribute amounting to 666 talents (39,960 pounds) of gold 

(1 Kings 10:14). Solomon used these resources to expand the borders of 

Israel farther than anyone before him. Solomon also built a fleet of ships 

and a great seaport and mining center at Ezion-geber. His ships sailed to 

the ends of the known world, a round trip requiring three years (1 Kings 

10:22–28). These sailing expeditions brought Solomon all kinds of exotic 

clothes and materials. But as this lesson reminds us, even Solomon’s vast 

wealth did not last.
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The Choice to Overcome Fear and Worry (12:29–34)

Jesus reached the climax of his argument by giving his disciples a choice: 
a life of worrying about every detail of daily living, or a life of kingdom-
seeking dependence on God for everything. The life God provides is more 
than eating, drinking, clothes, and possessions. God knows what we need. 
The pagan lifestyle Jesus warned against is one in which the main concern 
is survival. In that mindset, a person is, first and foremost, concerned with 
acquiring and storing wealth to guarantee survival. Jesus made it clear there 
is no guarantee.

Storage in the first century was a problem. With no refrigeration or 
system of warehouses, the average person had no safe way to store food or 
other valuables. That is why Jesus mentioned thieves and moths as prob-
lematic for those who wished to store up treasures. With no safe storage 
systems, insects destroyed food and clothing. Thieves could dig through 
earthen walls and take what was left.

Today, we do not have a storage problem; we have a buying problem. 
The modern-day pagan culture is no different from the pagan culture Jesus 

Defeating Worry

• Name your three most consistent worries.

• Find someone to hold you accountable when you are tempted to 

worry.

• Find Scripture verses that deal with worry and say them aloud in 

the morning or evening (or both, if possible).

• List reasons you have to be grateful.

• List things you consistently worry about that have never 

happened.

• Volunteer to help the homeless or mentor a child in the public 

schools.

• Make a list of the ways you want to chase God, instead of material 

goods.
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fought. They both depend on their ability to store wealth and possessions. 
The solution is still the same: We must choose God’s perspective, which is 
eternal. We must place his kingdom first. In doing so, all our other needs 
will be met—not that we get all we want, but we will receive all we need to 
accomplish God’s will for our lives (12:31).

Jesus concluded his teaching with a command to not be afraid (12:32). 
He addressed his disciples as “little flock,” a term of endearment that means, 
“little sheep.” It expressed the fatherly care of Jesus toward his disciples. 
Fear and worry will burden those who chase the world. But the reward of the 
kingdom is peace and tranquility, knowing that God is in control and eternal 
treasure is stored in a place where nothing can take it away or destroy it.

This kingdom-seeking perspective frees the disciple to follow God and be 
a part of God’s kingdom work on earth. The eternal perspective Jesus taught 
enables us to hold our possessions lightly, freeing us to be generous. This 
perspective must ultimately determine the things we chase in this world. 
There is a connection between what we treasure and our mind’s attention 
and our heart’s affection (12:34).

Implications and Actions

Worrying about every daily need will shorten your life, and more impor-
tantly, it is a reflection of the focus of your heart. The world will teach you to 
chase after material wealth because it claims to bring security. Jesus taught 
only God can bring true security and peace. The trick is to let go and trust 
God to take care of your daily needs. This is not a call to do nothing, but 
rather a call to not allow your fears to consume and paralyze you. It is a call 
to focus your efforts on serving God, knowing that he takes care of his chil-
dren. Will you let go of your worries?
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Questions

1. What are some underlying reasons people worry so much?

2. What are some coping strategies to help you overcome worries?

3. What are the differences between legitimate and superfluous fears?

4. Think about some of the things that worry you. What are some 
strategies for letting go of these?

5. What part of this Scripture passage is most challenging for you to 
apply?

6. What are some things you can do to take your mind off your worries?
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Matthew 26:36–46
36 Then Jesus went with his disciples to a place called Gethsemane, 

and he said to them, “Sit here while I go over there and pray.” 37 He 

took Peter and the two sons of Zebedee along with him, and he began 

to be sorrowful and troubled. 38 Then he said to them, “My soul is 

overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death. Stay here and keep 

watch with me.”
39 Going a little farther, he fell with his face to the ground and 

prayed, “My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. Yet 

not as I will, but as you will.” 
40 Then he returned to his disciples and found them sleeping. 

“Could you men not keep watch with me for one hour?” he asked Peter. 
41 “Watch and pray so that you will not fall into temptation. The spirit is 

willing, but the body is weak.” 
42 He went away a second time and prayed, “My Father, if it is not 

possible for this cup to be taken away unless I drink it, may your will be 

done.” 

Introduction

In 2015, none of the thirty-five runners who started the 100-mile Barkley 
Marathon in the mountains of East Tennessee completed the race, the first 
time since 2007 the endurance test had no finishers. “The mountains won,” 
said Gary Cantrell, who created the event in 1986. “I was pleased with the 
outcome. It’s a competition between the humans and the mountains.” In 
thirty years, only fourteen out of about 1,100 runners have completed the 
race. With a finisher rate of about one percent, the Barkley Marathon has 
been labeled by many as the world’s hardest race.1

The Barkley is nothing compared to the race Jesus had to finish in 
Jerusalem. Jesus was on the final stretch of that race when he entered 
Jerusalem for the Passover Feast. All four Gospel writers spent a substantial 
amount of time describing the last week of Jesus’ life. It was the most impor-
tant week of the gospel story. There was a fury of activity, conversation, and 
action in the last seven days that began with Palm Sunday and ended with 
Resurrection Sunday.
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43 When he came back, he again found them sleeping, because their 

eyes were heavy. 44 So he left them and went away once more and 

prayed the third time, saying the same thing. 
45 Then he returned to the disciples and said to them, “Are you still 

sleeping and resting? Look, the hour is near, and the Son of Man is 

betrayed into the hands of sinners. 46 Rise, let us go! Here comes my 

betrayer!”

Countdown to Crucifixion (Matthew 21:1–26:46)

On Monday, Jesus cleared the temple, which raised the ire of the most elite 
group of Jewish leaders in the first century—the temple-based priestly class 
known as the Sadducees. They decided they must get rid of Jesus (21:46).

Conflict consumed Tuesday and Wednesday. Jesus taught at the temple. 
His fame had spread, and he had many followers in Jerusalem and the sur-
rounding area. The religious elite feared to do anything to Jesus, lest the 
people turn against them and start a revolt against Rome. The population of 
Jerusalem might swell to several million during the Holy Feast of Passover. 
There was simply no way for the Roman garrison that enforced the rulings of 
the Sadducees to contain a rebellion if more than a million Jews decided to 
take over the city. A rebellion was the last thing the Sadducees wanted. They 
had to look for the perfect moment to apprehend Jesus, a moment when 
most people were too busy to notice. That moment came on Thursday, the 
night all righteous Jews were observing the Passover meal.

On Thursday, Jesus had dinner with his closest disciples. Preparations 
for the Passover supper filled the day. Jesus knew the religious leaders in 
Jerusalem were plotting to get rid of him. He had predicted this moment. 
He knew he had to be discreet in public. He sent some of his most trusted 
disciples to make the preparations (26:18–19). The pressure was mounting. 
The operation was clandestine. Jesus snuck into Jerusalem and made his 
way to the house where his disciples were waiting.
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The Lord’s Supper (26:17–35)

Jesus found his disciples gathered in a second-floor room and celebrated 
the traditional Passover meal with them. The meal would have included 
roasted lamb, bitter herbs and spices, and unleavened bread. The celebra-
tion was designed to reenact the night of deliverance from Egypt when 
the angel of death passed over Israel and took the lives of every firstborn 
of Egypt. The Israelites had been instructed to smear lamb’s blood on the 
doorposts of their homes, a signal to the angel of death to “pass over” that 
house and spare those inside. It became a symbol of God’s salvation from 
death.

After the Passover meal, Jesus reminded his disciples that he was 
going to die, and revealed one of them would betray him. This revelation 
shocked the small group of followers. Peter proclaimed that he would never 
betray Jesus, and the other disciples joined in the chorus of support. Jesus 
explained that although difficult times lay ahead, all would end well. He 
promised he would not leave them permanently. He then gave them a ritual 
to observe in his absence, something to remember him. He took a cup of 
wine and a piece of bread and gave these food items new meaning. The wine 
symbolized his blood, and the bread his body. Jesus told them every time 
they drank wine and ate bread they would remember him and his sacrifice. 
They sang together, and then under the cover of night, followed Jesus onto 
the city streets.

Jesus Confronts His Deepest Fear (26:36–39)

The final scene with Jesus and his disciples before the crucifixion has a 
dual purpose. First, Jesus prayed to his heavenly Father with raw inten-
sity and honesty as he faced the reality of his approaching death. Jesus 
changed at that moment. Until then, he spoke of his death with calm 
resolve and firm resignation. But at Gethsemane, he revealed that he was 
in great distress.

Second, the scene shows the weakness of his disciples, especially the 
inner circle of Peter, James, and John. They stood in contrast to Jesus. They 
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were weak and unable to play even a supporting role in helping Jesus. Jesus 
went to God and found strength for what was ahead. The disciples could 
not stay awake long enough to pray. When soldiers approached, the disciples 
were seized with fear and ran. Jesus had to go alone to the cross, but his dis-
ciples would deeply regret their weakness.

Jesus led the disciples through the dark streets, outside the city walls, 
and up a hill called the Mount of Olives. At the center of a grove of olive 
trees, there was most likely a community oil press, where people could make 
olive oil. This area was called Gethsemane, which is Aramaic for “oil press.” 
It was in this grove that the enormity of what was to come weighed heavy 
on Jesus.

Secluded in the protective custody of the olive trees, Jesus told his disci-
ples to stand watch. From their vantage on the Mount of Olives, they would 
have been able to see the walls of Jerusalem and the white stone of Herod’s 
Temple. They also would have been able to see the light of the torches of any 
group that might approach from the city.

Jesus then took Peter, James, and John and went farther into the tree 
grove. He asked them to stop and pray. Jesus then moved away from his 
disciples and began to pray. His prayer was raw and intense. He prayed 
three times. The three prayers show the increasing emotional turmoil Jesus 
was experiencing. The statement “he began to be sorrowful and troubled” 
(26:37) shows something about Jesus had changed. Up to this point, he had 
appeared in control of everything. But in Gethsemane, Jesus was filled with 

The Garden of Gethsemane

A study conducted by the National Research Council of Italy in 2012 

found that several olive trees on the Mount of Olives are among the oldest 

known to science.2 Modern scholarship acknowledges that while the 

exact location of Gethsemane is unknown, it was outside the city wall, 

most likely at the foot of the Mount of Olives (John 18:1). Gethsemane 

was named for a press located there, perhaps in a cave since the cool 

temperatures would have been preferable for pressing olives. Apparently, 

it was a quiet place where Jesus liked to meet with his disciples (Luke 

22:39; John 18:2).
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sorrow “to the point of death,” (26:38), which was another way of saying 
“so sorrowful I could die,” or perhaps, “so sorrowful it is killing me.” The 
peaceful, calm Jesus of the Lord’s Supper experience transformed into the 
anxious, fearful Jesus of Gethsemane.

Peter, James, and John, were most likely close enough to hear Jesus’ 
cries had they been able to stay awake. This trio had been chosen to wit-
ness Jesus’ glory (17:1–13). They were again privileged to witness Jesus’ 
agonizing prayers. It is no coincidence these were the three disciples who 
had declared they were ready and willing to share in Jesus’ fate; they were 
willing to bear the “cup” of suffering (26:35; 20:22). However, even before 
the crisis arrived, they could not stay awake long enough to protect Jesus 
with their prayers.

At Gethsemane, Jesus prayed his heart out, searching for an answer 
from God. It was the anguished prayer of a desperate man. It was the prayer 
of a man who knew he was condemned to die. He ended his prayer time with 
one final plea to God: “My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from 
me. Yet not as I will, but as you will” (26:39). This plea was most likely the 
end of a deeper and more complicated time of pleading with God.

Jesus Confronts His Fears Alone (26:40–41)

Jesus returned to check on his disciples and found them asleep. The sleep-
ing disciples demonstrate a stark contrast between the faithful strength of 
Jesus and the weakness of his followers. It also shows Jesus had to endure 

Gethsemane and the Lord’s Prayer

There is a strong connection with Jesus’ Gethsemane prayer and the 

Lord’s Prayer (Matt. 6:9–13). Words and phrases from the Lord’s Prayer are 

used multiple times by Jesus in Gethsemane. Jesus called out to God as 

“My Father” (6:9; 26:39). Jesus used the phrase, “Thy will be done” (6:10; 

26:42). Jesus warned his disciples to pray lest they fall into temptation 

(6:13; 26:41).
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this agony alone. No other person could enter the process of dying for the 
sins of the world. The three disciples who claimed they could bear the cup 
could not even stay awake when the cup of suffering appeared.

Jesus’ rebuked the disciples (26:40–41), knowing that they would 
need to keep alert and remain strong for the coming hours—and even 
that Peter would need extra strength to keep from denying Jesus. The 
disciples wanted to stay alert for Jesus, but exhaustion and stress weighed 
on them. It had been a long, difficult week. They knew that Jerusalem 
harbored potential death for Jesus and any of his followers (John 11:16). 
There is always an inherent struggle between our inner desires and inten-
tions versus our human inadequacies. Spiritual and physical vigilance is 
needed to overcome temptation; we must stay alert and pray for God’s 
strength.

Jesus Overcomes His Deepest Fear (26:42–46)

Jesus returned to his solitary prayer. His second and third prayers were not 
simply repeats of the first. They implied Jesus knew the answer, and had 
accepted there was no way to avoid the crucifixion. There never seemed to 
be any doubt what Jesus would do next: “My Father, if it is not possible for 
this cup to be taken away unless I drink it, may your will be done” (26:42). 
For the third time in this scene, Jesus used wording from the Lord’s Prayer 
(6:10). It showed he practiced the principles he taught.

From this point forward, Jesus would not waver from the path God had 
chosen for him. He did not resist arrest, and he would not defend himself 
at his various hasty trials (26:62–63; 27:13–14). In Gethsemane, the die 
had been cast. God did not take away the cup, but he did take away Jesus’ 
extreme fear and anxiety.

After his third prayer (26:44), Jesus returned to find the disciples asleep. 
This time, there was no chastisement. Jesus simply informed them the time 
had come for him to confront his destiny. The “evil men” who would kill him 
were on their way up the hill. Jesus moved forward to confront them. He was 
no longer afraid. His time with God had brought a new resolve to accomplish 
all God had sent him to do.
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Implications and Actions

Jesus’ experience at Gethsemane teaches us that sincere prayer can 
strengthen our resolve and give us the courage to face our trials. God is 
bigger than our fears and trials, and he is big enough to handle our anger 
and frustration. God has a plan for our lives, and though it may seem like 
a difficult journey, he will ultimately reward our obedience. When we face 
trials, we can know God wants us to come to him with our pain. He wants us 
to give him our anguish and our fears. Although he may not make the ordeal 
disappear, he will help us to move forward in faith.

Questions

1. What does the fact that Jesus experienced fear mean to you?

Tackling Trials

• Make a list of your greatest trials and talk about how God brought 

you through them.

• Find someone going through a trial and ask how you can help 

them.

• Write a letter to God that expresses your fears and frustrations.

• Talk to a friend about a time in your life when you felt God was 

not answering your prayers.

• Explore ways you can express confidence in God in the midst of a 

trial.
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2. What are some ways God has helped you in times of trouble?

3. What are some coping skills you have developed to deal with difficult 
trials?

4. What about this lesson is the hardest for you to apply to your life?
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5. What good does it do to go to God if he does not appear to answer?

6. What do you expect to get out of prayer?

7. How do you prepare for difficult times?

Notes

1. http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015–03–30/all–40-runners-fail-to- 
complete–100-mile-tennessee-mountain-race (Accessed 1/27/16).

2. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gethsemane (Accessed 1/27/16).
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Introduction

Identifying with Jesus can be costly. Consider Asia Bibi, a Pakistani Christian 
and mother of five. In 2009, Muslim neighbors accused Asia of defiling the 
name of Mohammed when she affirmed that Jesus died on the cross for 
people’s sins and questioned what Mohammed had done to save people. The 
women immediately beat Asia. This incident resulted in her arrest, incarcer-
ation, a charge of blasphemy, and a death sentence. Asia remained on death 
row for six years before Pakistan’s Supreme Court finally heard her case in 
July 2015. Its panel of judges suspended the decision of previous courts and 
halted the death penalty until they could review the case.1

Commitment to Jesus Christ cost this woman. She has endured physical 
pain, separation from her family, as well as mental and emotional anguish. 
Asia is not alone in this kind of suffering. In August 2015, the Voice of the 
Martyrs, a ministry supporting persecuted Christians worldwide, shared 
similar stories of sixteen other believers imprisoned for their faith.

What might it cost us to identify with Jesus? Are we willing to count 
that cost?2

Luke 22:31–34, 54–62
31 “Simon, Simon, behold, Satan has demanded permission to sift 

you like wheat; 32 but I have prayed for you, that your faith may not fail; 

and you, when once you have turned again, strengthen your brothers.” 
33 But he said to Him, “Lord, with You I am ready to go both to prison 

and to death!” 34 And He said, “I say to you, Peter, the rooster will not 

crow today until you have denied three times that you know Me.”

54 Having arrested Him, they led Him away and brought Him to the 

house of the high priest; but Peter was following at a distance. 55 After 

they had kindled a fire in the middle of the courtyard and had sat down 

together, Peter was sitting among them. 56 And a servant-girl, seeing 

him as he sat in the firelight and looking intently at him, said, “This 

man was with Him too.” 57 But he denied it, saying, “Woman, I do not 



Lesson 11: Fear of Being Identified with Jesus 117

know Him.” 58 A little later, another saw him and said, “You are one of 

them too!” But Peter said, “Man, I am not!” 59 After about an hour had 

passed, another man began to insist, saying, “Certainly this man also 

was with Him, for he is a Galilean too.” 60 But Peter said, “Man, I do 

not know what you are talking about.” Immediately, while he was still 

speaking, a rooster crowed. 61 The Lord turned and looked at Peter. 

And Peter remembered the word of the Lord, how He had told him, 

“Before a rooster crows today, you will deny Me three times.” 62 And he 

went out and wept bitterly.

Denial’s Prediction: Jesus Knows Us! (Luke 22:31–34)

Much to my daughter’s dismay, I can often read her thoughts based on her 
facial expressions because I know her so well. Jesus also knows each of us 
well.

On the Thursday before his crucifixion, Jesus celebrated the Passover 
meal with his disciples. Following this meal, Jesus predicted Peter would 
deny him three times. The Lord emphasized the seriousness of the testing 
the disciple faced by repeating his name, “Simon, Simon” (Luke 22:31). He 
used the name Simon instead of Peter (which means “Rock”) to stress Peter’s 
humanity—and weaknesses.

Jesus stated, “Satan has demanded permission to sift you like wheat” 
(22:31). The plural form of the word you indicated Satan wanted to test all 
the disciples, not only Peter. The image of sifting wheat implies a violent 
shaking. Satan wanted to crush the disciples. Satan’s demand was reminis-
cent of his desire to test Job (Job 1:6–12). Only God, the supreme Ruler, 
could permit this testing, but he limited Satan’s power. Jesus alerted his dis-
ciples to the coming trouble, but he especially singled out their leader, Simon 
Peter.

Satan would be the adversary, but Jesus would be the advocate through 
his prayers of intercession—for Peter in particular: “I have prayed for you 
[singular]” (Luke 22:32). He knew this follower would fail. His faith would 
falter. Jesus predicted the choices Peter would make, but he also knew that 
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the “Rock” would return to the Lord with his faith unbroken. Peter’s experi-
ence would enable him to strengthen the other disciples.

Of course, self-confident Peter insisted Jesus was wrong. He asserted his 
readiness to go to prison and death with the Lord. Jesus, however, affirmed 
that before the rooster crowed, Peter would deny three times that he knew 
him.

Jesus knows you as well as he knew Peter. He knows your weaknesses. 
When fears paralyze you, especially the fear of identifying with Jesus, 
remember that Jesus, your Great High Priest, intercedes for you. He prays to 
strengthen you in your time of testing. Claim this promise.

Denial’s Setting: Unbelievers Surround Us! (Luke 22:54–55)

We like to talk about Jesus when we are in church with fellow believers. 
Where are we most likely to deny the Lord?

After the Passover meal, Jesus went with his followers to the Mount of 
Olives, where he prayed in great agony. A crowd, including the chief priests, 
officers of the temple, elders, and the betrayer, Judas, came to the Garden of 
Gethsemane. They arrested Jesus and took him to the high priest’s house for 
questioning before the Jewish supreme council, the Sanhedrin. The Gospel 
of Luke does not identify whether this was the residence of Annas, a former 
high priest, or that of Caiaphas, his son-in-law and current high priest. Jesus 
appeared before both high priests during his trial.

The religious authorities worried that arresting Jesus during Passover 
would provoke public protest, so they secretly took this action at night, then 
hurried to conduct the trial and execution. They wanted no witnesses to 
appear in support of Jesus. They violated many legal proceedings in their 
rush to condemn Jesus.

Peter followed Jesus at a distance (Luke 22:54). He was afraid, but he did 
follow. He did not desert Jesus completely. John’s Gospel notes that John 
also followed Jesus and entered into the house’s courtyard since the high 
priest knew him. John’s words to the doorkeeper allowed Peter entrance 
(John 18:16).

To keep warm, the temple soldiers built a fire in the middle of the 
house’s courtyard. Jerusalem’s high altitude made for cool nights in the 
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springtime. Peter joined the group around the fire (Luke 22:55). No longer 
in the company of believing disciples, Peter now found himself surrounded 
by unbelieving Jews committed to putting an end to Jesus and his followers.

When do you find yourself surrounded by unbelievers—at work, in a 
social club, in your neighborhood, in family gatherings? You cannot withdraw 
from the world and keep yourself in a Christian bubble. Jesus commands 
every believer to be his witness and make disciples. You do, however, need 
to realize that the temptation not to identify with Jesus will be strongest 
in these settings. “Be on the alert, stand firm in the faith . . . be strong” 
(1 Corinthians 16:13).

Denial’s Repetition:  
Temptation Overwhelms Us! (Luke 22:56–60)

The old hymn states, “Have we trials and temptations? Take it to the Lord in 
prayer.” Peter needed to learn that lesson, as do we.

Peter’s Denials in the Four Gospels

All four Gospels record Peter’s denials of Jesus (Matt. 26:69–75; Mark 

14:66–72; Luke 22:54–62; John 18:16–18, 25–27). The accounts concur 

that Peter denied Jesus three times in the high priest’s courtyard on the 

night of his betrayal, a servant girl’s question prompted the first denial, 

some interval separated the denials, and a rooster crowed immediately 

after the third denial. The Gospel writers differ, however, on the details, 

such as where and when exactly Peter made the denials, the identity of 

those who questioned him, the precise wording of the denials, and how 

many times the rooster crowed.

Do the Gospels contradict each other? No. Matthew, Mark, Luke, and 

John wrote with individual literary styles and purposes. They interpreted 

Jesus’ life for their readers. Like many ancient writers, they might have 

paraphrased, simplified, or focused on different participants in the situa-

tion. For example, bystanders (Mark 14:70) implies multiple people might 

have made accusations at the same time. The writers might have chosen 

to focus on three individuals since Peter denied Jesus three times.
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A servant girl stared at Peter intently while he sat in the light of the fire. 
John’s account identified her as the doorkeeper, perhaps the one who had 
allowed Peter into the courtyard (John 18:17). She saw him more clearly and 
asserted, “This man was with Him too” (Luke 22:56). She did not use Jesus’ 
name. Everyone knew to whom she was referring. Her words must have sur-
prised Peter. How did she know him? He claimed he had not been with Jesus 
by saying, “Woman, I do not know Him” (22:57). For Peter to say that he did 
not know Jesus was to deny him.

After this first denial, a man saw Peter and addressed him directly, “You 
are one of them too!” He associated Peter with Jesus’ group of disciples 
(22:58). Again, Peter, who had nowhere to hide, refused to identify with 
Jesus by asserting, “Man, I am not!” His fear led him to lie about his rela-
tionship with Jesus.

About an hour passed. This time another unnamed man, although John 
identified him as a relative of the man whose ear Peter had cut off in the 
garden at the time of Jesus’ arrest (John 18:26), began to insist that Peter 
belonged to Jesus’ disciples. He used the word certainly to affirm the truth 
of what he was saying: “Certainly, this man also was with Him, for he is a 
Galilean too” (Luke 22:59). Most of Jesus’ inner circle were Galilean. How 
many Galileans would have been in the courtyard that night in Jerusalem? 
Peter’s accent gave him away.

For the third time, Peter refused to identify with his Lord: “Man, I do 
not know what you are talking about” (22:60). The Gospels of Matthew 

Case Study

Jason sits on a cafe patio with his supervisor. The men overhear three 

college students talking. As a Christian, Jason realizes two students are 

sharing the gospel with the third. Jason’s boss explodes, “That’s absurd. 

I cannot stand it when people force their religion on others. It doesn’t 

matter what you believe—Hindu, Buddhist, Muslim, Jewish, Christian, 

Scientologist. God accepts everybody.”

If Jason disagrees with his boss, he might lose his hoped-for promo-

tion. Should Jason keep silent, or should he use this opportunity to share 

his belief in Jesus as the only way to God?
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and Mark note that Peter supported his denial with cursing and swearing. 
Immediately, as he was speaking, the rooster crowed. Peter’s statements 
fulfilled Jesus’ prediction. Where was the bold follower who had earlier 
emphasized he was ready to go both to prison and to death with his Lord 
(22:33)?

Why was Peter, who was not under arrest, so eager to separate himself 
from Jesus? In earlier instances, others claiming to be the Messiah were 
agitators and rebels. When the authorities put them to death, they also exe-
cuted their followers. Peter must have feared such a fate. His prayerlessness 
in the garden led him to yield to temptation (22:40, 46). He could not control 
his repeated denials.

When are you most tempted to act like Peter, refusing to identify with 
the Lord Jesus Christ? When do you fear being labeled a Christian, espe-
cially as political correctness often rules the day in our nation? Will you 
allow temptation to overwhelm you as it did Peter? Heed the warning Jesus 
gave his disciples in the Garden of Gethsemane: “Keep watching and pray-
ing that you may not enter into temptation; the spirit is willing, but the 
flesh is weak” (Matthew 26:41). Prayer enables you to resist temptation. 
This spiritual weapon makes God’s enabling power available to you. Do not 
underestimate the need for prayer.

Denial’s Response: Grief Restores Us! (Luke 22:61–62)

Have you ever denied Christ? How did you feel after you had done that? 
Peter felt terrible.

As the rooster crowed, Jesus was in a place where he could turn and 
look at Peter. The verb looked implies gazing with interest, love, concern, 
and compassion—a look only the Savior could give to one who had denied 
knowing him. That look caused Peter to remember the prediction Jesus had 
made: “The rooster will not crow today until you have denied three times 
that you know Me” (22:34). Perhaps the disciple also recalled his bragging 
(22:33): “Lord, with You I am ready to go both to prison and to death!” The 
guilt of his betrayal shattered Peter. Satan had indeed sifted him violently. 
The broken, grief-stricken follower of Christ went out from the courtyard 
and wept bitterly.
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Peter’s story did not end with the three denials. His genuine brokenness 
and remorse led to repentance, forgiveness, and a restored relationship with 
Jesus. The Lord would appear to him personally after the resurrection (Luke 
24:34; 1 Cor. 15:5). What a humbling, yet encouraging, experience that must 
have been for Peter! Jesus would affirm Peter’s leadership and give him the 
task of feeding his sheep (John 21:15–19). The coming of the Holy Spirit on 
the day of Pentecost (Acts 2) would further transform the fearful denier into 
a fearless proclaimer of the gospel of Jesus Christ. Beatings and incarcera-
tion would not stop his preaching about Jesus. The “Rock” would serve Jesus 
courageously the rest of his life.

You will fail Jesus at some point in your life. Fear and embarrassment 
will cause you to refuse to identify with him. Will you follow Peter’s example 
and grieve over your sin? “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken 
and a contrite heart, O God, You will not despise” (Psalm 51:17). Your humil-
ity and brokenness will restore your relationship with Jesus and your service 
for him.

Implications and Actions

Do American followers of Christ face the same dangers as Asia Bibi and 
believers who live where Christians represent a minority? Presently we do 
not face torture, prison, or death, but we do encounter attitudes, speech, and 
actions that may make us fearful of identifying with Jesus and his truths. 
Others may label us narrow-minded, judgmental, intolerant, and hateful 
when we state our Bible-based beliefs. Some may mock, belittle, and demon-
ize us. Identifying with Jesus grows increasingly costly. We may lose respect, 
relationships, positions, business transactions, or jobs. Will you accept these 
costs?

How do you deny Christ in your daily life? Do you keep silent when 
others mock God’s values? When under social or economic pressure, do you 
keep your faith in Jesus secret and pretend not to know him? Do you ever 
change the conversation so that you do not have to talk about Jesus? Do you 
knowingly disobey God?
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Peter’s story is encouraging. His fear caused him to deny the Lord he 
loved. Jesus offered forgiveness and a restored relationship when Peter 
repented in sorrow. Jesus will forgive you too.

Questions

1. Does your life give evidence that you are a follower of Christ? How 
hard do others have to look to see him in your life?

2. In what ways have you denied Christ? How did that make you feel? 
When are you most tempted to deny Christ?

3. What might it cost you to identify with Christ in today’s world? Will 
you experience social, political, or economic costs? Do these differ 
now from any other time in history?
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4. What actions can you take to help you stand firm in your faith and 
resist the temptation to deny Jesus?

5. Do you need to experience restoration from denying Christ? Do you 
need to help someone else who needs restoration?

Notes

1. http://www.prisoneralert.com/pprofiles/vp_prisoner_197_profile.html (Accessed 
1/27/16).

2. http://www.cnn.com/2014/10/20/world/asia/pakistan-asia-bibi/index.html (Accessed 
1 /27/16).

3. Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations in lessons 11–13 are from the New 
American Standard Bible (1995 edition).
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Introduction

Roy Fish did not fear death. When the seminary professor, known as Mr. 
Evangelism, realized his battle with disease was almost over, he asked family 
members gathered around his hospital bed to open his Bible and place his 
finger on 1 John 5:13: “These things I have written to you who believe in the 
name of the Son of God, so that you may know that you have eternal life.” 
Roy understood that, for him, Jesus’ resurrection meant victory over death 
and everlasting hope. His family believed these truths also. As Roy slipped 
away, they rejoiced in his heavenly homecoming by singing hymns of faith.1

Why do many of us fear death? Do we fear the unknown? Pain and suf-
fering? Punishment? Loss of control? What will happen to loved ones? Do we 
fear death because we want to live? Christ-followers have reasons not to fear 
death. We know Jesus defeated death once and for all. We have the promise 
of our resurrection and life in the presence of God the Father forever.

1 Corinthians 15:50–58
50 Now I say this, brethren, that flesh and blood cannot inherit the 

kingdom of God; nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable. 
51 Behold, I tell you a mystery; we will not all sleep, but we will all 

be changed, 52 in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last 

trumpet; for the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised 

imperishable, and we will be changed. 53 For this perishable must put 

on the imperishable, and this mortal must put on immortality. 54 But 

when this perishable will have put on the imperishable, and this mortal 

will have put on immortality, then will come about the saying that is 

written, “death is swaLLowed up in victory. 55 O death, where is your victory? 

o death, where is your sting?” 56 The sting of death is sin, and the power 

of sin is the law; 57 but thanks be to God, who gives us the victory 

through our Lord Jesus Christ. 
58 Therefore, my beloved brethren, be steadfast, immovable, always 

abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that your toil is not in vain 

in the Lord.
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Resurrection is Important (1 Corinthians 15 Overview)

When I Google the phrase fear of death, the responses sadden me. Many 
believe nothing exists after death—they will simply stop existing. They feel 
depressed, hopeless, and miserable. These individuals have wrong beliefs, as 
did some first-century Corinthian believers. Paul wrote 1 Corinthians 15 to 
answer a question generated by the beliefs of some Christians in the church 
at Corinth (15:12): “How do some among you say that there is no resurrec-
tion of the dead?”

The Corinthians’ problem came from their Greek worldview. Greek 
thinking could not accept the resurrection of a dead body because they 
believed matter (anything that can be seen, touched, or measured, such as 
the human body) was evil. They believed only a person’s soul, what Greeks 
considered the good part of an individual, would continue to exist. Paul knew 
that denying bodily resurrection for any person also denied Jesus’ resurrec-
tion. Rejecting the resurrection questions God’s power to change people.

Paul insisted on the certainty of the resurrection. Christ’s resurrection 
formed a central part of the gospel proclaimed from the very beginning. 
Many witnesses saw Jesus after he had risen from the grave (15:1–11).

Believing Christ has not risen from the dead threatens the entire gospel, 
making the apostles false witnesses, faith futile, and Christians deserving 
of pity. Christ’s resurrection guarantees the salvation and resurrection of 
believers. Jesus’ victory over death represents the first stage in his com-
plete triumph over evil (15:12–28) and demands moral goodness in this life 
(15:29–34).

The Corinthians had more questions (15:35): “How are the dead raised? 
And with what kind of body do they come?” Nature shows the possibility of 
a resurrection body. God creates various kinds of bodies. The resurrected 
body will be gloriously different from the present body and like Christ’s own 
resurrected body (15:35–49).

The resurrection of Jesus and believers is real and certain. That truth 
gives meaning and purpose to our lives here and now. That truth gives us an 
eternal hope and frees us from fear of death.
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Resurrection Fits Us for Heaven (1 Corinthians 15:50–53)

Every day, I wear a device that measures my steps. It pushes me to stay physi-
cally fit by encouraging me to walk more. Do our bodies need to get fit for 
heaven? How?

Paul ended his resurrection discussion with praise, thanksgiving, and 
triumph. The phrase flesh and blood (15:50) refers to the human body in 
the concrete terms Jewish thought preferred. Greek thought favored more 
abstract terms, such as perishable. Flesh and blood and perishable reflect the 
weakness, decay, and death characteristic of physical life. A human body is 
unfit for life in heaven. It cannot inherit the kingdom of God because that 
realm is imperishable. Decay and weakness do not belong in heaven.

Instead of following the Greeks and labeling the body as evil, Paul 
affirmed that the physical body must be changed to live in heaven. All believ-
ers will receive new bodies—those who have already died and those living 
when Christ returns. The word mystery refers to a divine truth previously 
hidden but now revealed by God in the gospel. Some Christ-followers will be 
alive (“will not all sleep”) when Jesus returns (15:51). However, even those 
believers will need to be changed to have a body fit for the age to come and 
immortality. God will transform all Christians into the likeness of Christ’s 
glorified body by his power.

This transformation of believers will not be a long process. It will take place 
suddenly. “In a moment” refers to the smallest, undivided unit of time. “In the 
twinkling of an eye” (15:52) points to a blink of the eye. Both phrases empha-
size the instant nature of this transformation. This change will occur “at the 
last trumpet,” that is, at the close of all things, the finish of time when this 
world will come to an end. The Old Testament prophets used the sounding of 
the trumpet to refer to the Day of the Lord (Isaiah 27:13; Joel 2:1; Zephaniah. 
1:14–16; Zechariah. 9:14). New Testament writers used the word trumpet to 
refer to Jesus’ return, the Parousia (Matthew 24:31; 1 Thessalonians 4:16).

When Jesus returns, he will raise deceased Christ-followers as imperish-
able. They died because they had perishable bodies subject to decay and death. 
With his coming, Christ raises these dead believers. They will have eternal 
bodies not subject to decay and death. Living believers will also be changed.

To make this change more concrete, Paul used a clothing image (1 Cor. 
15:53; 2 Cor. 5:2–3). Presently our bodies are perishable (subject to decay) 
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and mortal (subject to death). We must put on—like a new outfit—the 
imperishable (not subject to decay) and the immortal (not subject to death). 
The word must emphasizes the divine necessity of this change. This clothing 
image implies the continuity between our present bodies and our heavenly 
bodies similar to the connection between a seed and the plant it miracu-
lously produces.

Why can we face death with hope instead of fear? Jesus promised the 
robber on the cross he would join him that day in heaven (Luke 23:43). We, 
too, will join Jesus at death. Our future resurrection fits us for heaven. We 
will become the persons God created us to be with new bodies designed for 
his eternal kingdom. We will not have the limitations of our present bodies, 
such as sickness or disabilities. Resurrection gives us hope!

Resurrection Defeats Death (1 Corinthians 15:54–57)

You’ve heard the joke: The only things you can count on are death and 
taxes. We all know we will die. Death seems victorious. The Apostle 
Paul, however, assured all believers—including us—that though death 

Understanding Some “Big” Words

In 1 Corinthians 15, Paul discussed the resurrection. Resurrection rep-

resents a creative act of God through which God raises the bodies of 

the dead to new life. Only God has the power to do this. Bible students 

view parts of 1 Corinthians 15 as eschatological. Eschatology refers to 

Christian teaching that focuses on the final events of time, such as what 

happens to people and the world in the end times. In these verses, Paul 

taught what would happen to our dead or living bodies at the eschaton 

(end of time), the climax of history. Earlier in the chapter, the apostle 

referred to Christ’s coming (15:23). The word for coming (or presence) in 

the Greek language is parousia. Many Christian writers use parousia to 

refer to Jesus’ Second Coming. The end times include Jesus’ return. Paul 

also used the word parousia in 1 Thessalonians 4:15. Other eschatologi-

cal passages in the New Testament include 1 Thessalonians 4:13–5:11, 

2 Thessalonians 2:1–12, and Revelation 4–22.
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conquers and destroys, its victory is only temporary. Christ will finally 
abolish death, the last enemy, when he returns (15:26). His permanent 
victory overcomes death’s temporary victory. God destroys death forever 
(Revelation 21:4).

Paul combined (and altered for his purposes) words from the Old 
Testament prophets Isaiah and Hosea. When the “putting on” of the imper-
ishable and immortality occurs (1 Cor. 15:53), the final defeat of death will 
take place. “He will swallow up death for all time” (Isaiah 25:8). Jesus’ work 
conquers death forever.

The Apostle Paul used Hosea 13:14 to mock death. The word sting refers 
to the bite of bees or serpents. This image pictures death as a poisonous 
insect or snake inflicting deadly wounds. Jesus’ death and resurrection 
plucked out the stinger and absorbed its venom. He made death’s sting pow-
erless. Death no longer torments nor has success. Paul’s taunt becomes a 
shout of victory.

Resurrection overcomes death and the enemies that bring death to 
everyone: sin and the law. (Paul developed the relationship between sin and 
the law in Romans 5:12–14; 7:7–13.) Death’s sting is sin because the wages of 
sin is death (Romans 6:23). Sin requires capital punishment. The law, which 
is good, gives sin its power. The law shows us how sinful we are as we rebel 
against God. The law condemns us, giving death, not life. Until Christ finally 
destroys death at his return, sin still has the sting of death, and the law con-
tinues to give sin its power.

Jesus’ death and resurrection satisfied the law’s demand, solving the sin 
problem. He defeated death. Unfortunately, for unbelievers death continues 

Case Study

Mary enjoys her women’s book club. At one discussion group, she notices 

her friend Heather seems angry. Heather tells Mary she learned yesterday 

she has stage four liver cancer. Heather says, “In less than six months I 

will cease to exist. I’m going to go into the Great Nothing. What’s the 

point of anything now?”

What can Mary say to encourage Heather? How can she share what 

the risen Christ means to her and could mean to her friend?
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to be an enemy with a terrible sting. For them, death serves as a doorway to 
eternal judgment and punishment. Jesus’ forgiveness gives Christ-followers 
confidence of a great victory over both sin and death. Paul praised and 
thanked God who gives believers victory over death through Jesus Christ 
our Lord.

Why can we face death with hope instead of fear? For those who have 
trusted in Christ, death serves as the doorway into eternity. Christ’s death 
and resurrection provide forgiveness for our sins and defeats death for us. 
God will change us into the likeness of Christ himself. Let’s shout “Victory!”

Resurrection Motivates Us to Serve 
the Lord (1 Corinthians 15:58)

Paul ended his resurrection discussion with practical encouragement. Since 
Jesus has defeated death, and resurrection has a central place in God’s plan 
of salvation, Christ-followers should be steadfast and immovable, holding 
firmly to the gospel and the fact of the resurrection.

Believers should also give themselves fully to the Lord’s work, making 
disciples and building up the church. The phrase in the Lord suggests that 
believers work in his strength and for his glory. Even if their service for the 
Lord puts their lives in danger, such labor will not be in vain or useless. The 
resurrection from the dead guarantees this. Without the resurrection, any 
service for Jesus would have no meaning.

The fact of Jesus’ resurrection, and ours as his followers, should motivate 
us to serve the Lord. Resurrection gives our ministries worth and purpose. 
Knowing that Christ has won the ultimate victory gives us the hope to do his 
work with energy and eagerness even when we do not see immediate results. 
We are not wasting our time or efforts because the resurrection guarantees 
their eternal value.

Implications and Actions

My tenth grade English teacher required us to memorize many poems. The 
opening words of a poem by Emily Dickinson came to mind as I studied 
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1 Corinthians 15: “Because I could not stop for Death—He kindly stopped 
for me.”2

None of us can avoid death, unless Jesus returns before that unavoid-
able moment. Paul’s teachings in 1 Corinthians 15 remind and assure us of 
the reality of Jesus’ resurrection, which in turn confirms the reality of our 
resurrection. Because he rose from the dead and defeated death, we know 
he will resurrect us. Resurrection gives us confidence both now and for 
eternity. Our present lives on earth are preparing us for our future lives in 
heaven, lives that will never end. We will have resurrected, spiritual bodies 
full of glory. We will be like Jesus (1 John 3:2). Our eternal security encour-
ages us to conduct our lives responsibly and serve Jesus with purpose now. 
Our resurrection hope overcomes our fear of death. Thanks be to God who 
gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ!

Questions

1. Why do people fear death, theirs and that of loved ones?
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2. Of all of God’s creation, only human beings consciously know they 
are going to die. What opportunities and challenges does this present 
for believers?

3. How can you live in the confidence of your eternal destination? How 
should your attitude toward death differ from those of non-believers?

4. As a Christian, how does the assurance of your resurrection/
transformation give meaning to your present life?
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5. Why does your service for Jesus have eternal value? Why should this 
motivate your efforts for him?

Notes

1. http://swbts.edu/campus-news/news-releases/roy-fish-honored-by-family- 
students-friends/. (Accessed 8/22/15).

2. http://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poem/because-i-could-not-stop-death–479. (Accessed 
8/31/15).
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Introduction

As a young seminary student, I participated in my church’s witnessing 
program. When teams visited homes, we asked two questions to move our 
conversation to spiritual matters. We also received a small lapel pin with two 
question marks to prompt an opportunity to witness. Once on an air flight 
home, the passenger next to me asked what the question marks meant. Fear 
choked me. I stumbled with a response and did not present a clear witness 
for Jesus.

Have you had a similar experience? We are in good company. God 
encouraged the prophets Jeremiah (1:8) and Ezekiel (2:6) not to fear when 
they proclaimed his message. He told the Apostle Paul, “Do not be afraid any 
longer, but go on speaking and do not be silent; for I am with you . . .” (Acts 
18:9–10). These faith heroes overcame their fears and proclaimed the Lord.

What makes us afraid to witness for Christ? Do we fear rejection, ridi-
cule, failure, physical harm, loss of a relationship, not knowing what to say 
or how to answer questions, saying something wrong, being viewed as a 
fanatic, or invading a person’s privacy?1 Our faith in Jesus will enable us 
to overcome these fears when we rely on his Holy Spirit’s enabling courage.

Acts 4:1–22
1 As they were speaking to the people, the priests and the captain of 

the temple guard and the Sadducees came up to them, 2  being greatly 

disturbed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming in 

Jesus the resurrection from the dead. 3  And they laid hands on them 

and put them in jail until the next day, for it was already evening. 4  But 

many of those who had heard the message believed; and the number 

of the men came to be about five thousand. 
5  On the next day, their rulers and elders and scribes were gathered 

together in Jerusalem; 6  and Annas the high priest was there, and 

Caiaphas and John and Alexander, and all who were of high-priestly 

descent. 7  When they had placed them in the center, they began to 

inquire, “By what power, or in what name, have you done this?” 8  Then 

Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers and elders of the 
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people, 9 if we are on trial today for a benefit done to a sick man, as 

to how this man has been made well, 10 let it be known to all of you 

and to all the people of Israel, that by the name of Jesus Christ the 

Nazarene, whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead—by 

this name this man stands here before you in good health. 11 He is the 

stone which was rejected by you, the buiLders, but which became the chief 

corner stone. 12 And there is salvation in no one else; for there is no 

other name under heaven that has been given among men by which 

we must be saved.” 
13 Now as they observed the confidence of Peter and John and 

understood that they were uneducated and untrained men, they were 

amazed, and began to recognize them as having been with Jesus. 
14 And seeing the man who had been healed standing with them, they 

had nothing to say in reply. 15 But when they had ordered them to leave 

the Council, they began to confer with one another, 16 saying, “What 

shall we do with these men? For the fact that a noteworthy miracle has 

taken place through them is apparent to all who live in Jerusalem, and 

we cannot deny it.17 But so that it will not spread any further among 

the people, let us warn them to speak no longer to any man in this 

name.” 18 And when they had summoned them, they commanded 

them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus. 19 But Peter and 

John answered and said to them, “Whether it is right in the sight of 

God to give heed to you rather than to God, you be the judge; 20 for we 

cannot stop speaking about what we have seen and heard.” 21 When 

they had threatened them further, they let them go (finding no basis on 

which to punish them) on account of the people, because they were all 

glorifying God for what had happened; 22 for the man was more than 

forty years old on whom this miracle of healing had been performed.

Witnessing Responses (Part 1): Anger and Belief (Acts 4:1–4)

Some believers fear sharing the good news about Jesus because they do not 
know how others will respond. Will they be receptive? Hostile? Indifferent? 
God tells us to witness. We should obey regardless of how people respond. 
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When Peter and John proclaimed Christ, they encountered conflicting 
responses: anger and belief.

Peter and John went to pray in the temple and saw a man crippled 
since birth. As he sat at the Beautiful Gate, the man begged for money. 
The two apostles told the man they had no money, but they had something 
better—healing. Peter told the lame man, “In the name of Jesus Christ the 
Nazarene—walk!” (Acts 3:6). The beggar obeyed. With strengthened feet 
and ankles, he went into the temple with the apostles, walking, leaping, 
and praising God. Those who witnessed the miracle were amazed. Peter 
explained how faith in Jesus had healed this man. He proclaimed Jesus as 
the Messiah and called the crowd to repent.

Peter and John were still witnessing when the authorities arrived—the 
priests and the captain of the temple guard and the Sadducees. The priests 
probably had been on duty, offering sacrifices. The captain of the temple 
guard, also a priest and ranked next to the high priest, was charged with 
maintaining order in the temple.

The Sadducees represented a religious-political party of wealthy Jews. 
They tried to get along with the Romans to protect their interests, so the 
Romans gave them power. The Sadducees did not believe in the resurrec-
tion or life after death. They were greatly disturbed by the apostles’ message 
about resurrection. Nor did the Sadducees accept the idea of a coming 
Messiah. Anybody talking about the Messiah might revolt against Rome. 
They wanted to silence the apostles.

These authorities had the right to arrest Peter and John because they 
viewed them as disturbing the peace in the temple. Since it was too late for 
the Sanhedrin or Jewish high court to hear the case against them, the two 
apostles landed in jail until the next day.

Although the officials interrupted the apostles’ witnessing, many in the 
crowd responded in faith. They believed. Added to those who had trusted 
Jesus on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:41), the believing men now numbered 
5,000. This figure did not include women or children.

When we share what we know about Jesus, some people may become 
angry. In some parts of the world, we could be arrested and put in jail. But 
some individuals may become Christ-followers and spend eternity in heaven 
because we faithfully witnessed.
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Witnessing Power: The Holy Spirit (Acts 4:5–12)

Some of us fear witnessing for Jesus because we have not previously shared 
the good news. This lack of experience makes us anxious. We compound 
this fear with such thoughts as: “I don’t know what to say. I won’t be able to 
answer all the questions. I will probably say something wrong. That person 
will know I’m afraid.” How can we overcome such negative thinking? How 
did the same Peter, who denied knowing Jesus, become a powerful preacher 
and fearless witness for Christ? The Holy Spirit empowered him. He will also 
strengthen us.

The next day, the Sanhedrin Council (4:5) met to hear the case against 
Peter and John. The high priest, Caiaphas, served as the president of this 
group. The seventy other members were the rulers, elders, and scribes. The 
rulers were priests. The elders, mostly Sadducees, came from the Jewish 
wealthy upper classes. The scribes were experts in the Law of Moses. Most 
of the scribes were Pharisees, popular with the people but a minority on the 
Sadducee-dominated court. The presence of the powerful former high priest, 

John Waller: Bold Witness for Christ

The Anglican Church was the state’s established religion when Baptist 

evangelist and pastor John Waller (1741–1802) lived in colonial Virginia. 

Waller, formerly nicknamed “Swearing Jack,” had become a believer after 

years of gambling and ungodliness. As a changed Christ-follower, he pro-

claimed Jesus with passion. Since the government considered Baptists 

an illegal group, the authorities arrested and jailed Waller numerous 

times. He also endured many beatings. On one occasion (June 1768), 

officials arrested Waller and charged him with disturbing the peace, 

preaching, and holding a religious meeting without a license. The judges 

offered to release the minister if he promised not to preach in the county 

for one year. Waller refused and remained jailed. For forty-three days, he 

preached through the grate of his jail cell to crowds gathered outside. 

Even though some troublemakers threw stones and sang crude songs 

to drown out the preaching, others professed faith in Christ. The Holy 

Spirit empowered Waller with the courage to witness for Christ despite 

persecution.2
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Helps for Overcoming the Fear of Witnessing

• Write out and memorize your personal testimony.

• Memorize key Bible verses to explain the gospel: Romans 3:23; 

Acts 3:19; Romans 5:8; John 3:16.

• Pray for the Holy Spirit to give you boldness and courage to 

witness.

• Pray for God’s love and compassion for people without Christ to 

fill your heart.

• Trust God to work in people’s hearts, and leave the results to him.

• Ask God to make you sensitive to opportunities to witness.

• Live such a Christlike life before others that they would say, “I want 

what you have.”

Annas, and other high-priestly-related men showed the seriousness of the 
trial. This group, including Annas and Caiaphas, had condemned Jesus to 
death. Now his followers stood before the same council.

The court wanted to know “By what power, or in what name” Peter and 
John had performed the miracle (4:7). The phrase “in what name” might 
suggest the officials were thinking the apostles used some magical heal-
ing formula. What they really wanted to know was how “people like you” 
received the authority to heal and preach.

Jesus sent the Holy Spirit to indwell Peter on the day of Pentecost. (All 
Christians receive the Holy Spirit when they profess their faith in Jesus.) The 
verb form for filled (4:8) indicates Peter received a special filling of the Holy 
Spirit. Jesus had promised his followers not to worry about what to say when 
they had to speak before authorities. “I will give you utterance [words to say] 
and wisdom which none of your opponents will be able to resist or refute” 
(Luke 21:15). This prophecy came true for Peter at that moment. Instead of 
giving a defense, he went on the offense and gave an evangelistic witness.

Peter’s first words communicated sarcasm as he wondered why he and 
John were on trial for an act of kindness, a good deed—the healing of a lame 
man. He boldly named who was responsible for the miracle: Jesus Christ the 
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Nazarene (4:10). Then, the apostle accused the council of being murderers, 
the ones responsible for the death of Jesus. He accused them of rejecting 
the One God had chosen, proving their guilt with a quotation from Psalm 
118:22: “The stone which the builders rejected has become the chief corner 
stone.” Peter identified his audience as the builders and Jesus as “the chief 
corner stone.” (A cornerstone establishes the foundation of a building.) The 
religious leaders thought of Jesus as nothing, but God highly exalted him.

Finally, the apostle presented the gospel, declaring Jesus alone is the 
source of salvation (John 14:6). The Greek word for save has two meanings: 
physical healing and spiritual healing or salvation. Peter moved from the 
physical restoration of the man’s ability to walk to the spiritual cleansing 
from sin sickness. The apostle wanted these religious leaders to know the 
Stone (Savior) of this salvation.

When Peter needed the courage to speak, when he needed to know what 
to say, God provided a special filling of the Holy Spirit. Jesus will do the 
same for us. When he gives us an opportunity to witness, we should ask for 
the Spirit’s enabling filling. When we ask, we will receive.

Witnessing Responses (Part 2):  
Threats and Courage (Acts 4:13–22)

State officials threatened early American Baptist preacher John Waller, tell-
ing him to stop witnessing. He refused (see sidebar.) What would you do if 
the government told you to stop witnessing?

The confidence of Peter and John amazed the Jewish Council. They 
could not understand how uneducated and untrained laymen could develop 
a theological argument. The apostles’ words silenced the religious leaders—
especially since the forty-year-old healed man, proof of the saving work of 
Jesus, stood before them. The council realized these men had been com-
panions of Jesus. Jesus also spoke with authority and knowledge despite 
having no formal training with rabbis. He backed his teachings with mighty 
works, as did Peter and John. As they did in their encounters with Jesus, the 
religious leaders were speechless and withdrew to plan their next course of 
action.
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After the apostles had left the council, the elders discussed what they 
should do. They could not deny the miracle. They could not erase the popular 
appeal Peter and John had with the crowds. The two men had not broken any 
laws. However, the religious leaders were determined to stop the Christian 
movement. They issued a warning to the apostles, commanding them not to 
speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus. If Peter and John disobeyed, then 
they could be arrested for contempt of court and face harsher consequences.

With Spirit-inspired boldness, the apostles refused to obey the court’s 
warning. They said to the religious officials, “Whether it is right in the 
sight of God to give heed to you rather than to God, you be the judge; for we 
cannot stop speaking about what we have seen and heard” (4:19–20). Peter 
and John were eyewitnesses. They had seen and heard Jesus teach. They had 
witnessed the risen Christ. These transformed men could not stop speaking 
about what they had seen and heard.

In contrast to the courage of Peter and John, the rulers, elders, and 
scribes appeared timid and weak. They feared the response of the people 
who were praising God because of the miracle they had witnessed. Despite 
the apostles’ defiance, the court merely threatened the two men again and 
let them go.

Are we telling others what we know about Jesus Christ? The Holy Spirit 
will give us the courage to witness. We need only to ask.

Implications and Actions

Jesus commands us to be his witnesses and make disciples. He equips us 
through the Holy Spirit, who provides courage and helps us know what to 
say. We do not have to convince others of the truth of the gospel. The Holy 
Spirit convicts and helps those who hear the message to understand it. Our 
job is to proclaim Christ. We can do that without knowing everything about 
God or the Bible. We can tell what we know about Jesus and our relationship 
with him. Since Satan does not want people to become Christ-followers, he 
will try to silence our witness through fear, intimidation, apathy, ridicule, 
and discouragement. We need to remember Jesus has already defeated the 
enemy.
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Loving people with compassion will also motivate us to share the gospel 
because we will care about their eternal fate. Love drives out fear. We must 
ask the indwelling Holy Spirit to fill us with the courage to share the good 
news of Jesus Christ and God’s love for others. With his enabling, we will be 
witnesses for Christ.

Questions

1. Why are people fearful of witnessing for Christ?

2. Do others recognize you as a person who spends time with Jesus? 
Why or why not?
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3. What fear keeps you from witnessing about Christ? Is this a genuine 
fear or an excuse? What steps can you take to overcome that fear and 
obey God by telling others about Jesus?

4. What transformed the fearful disciples from individuals hiding 
behind locked doors to bold public witnesses of the gospel of Jesus 
Christ? What meaning does this have for your life?

Notes

1. http://www.biblelineministries.org/articles/basearch.php3?action=full&mainkey= 
AFRAID+TO+WITNESS%3F (Accessed 9/7/15).

2. Paul L. Gritz, “John Waller: Exemplar and Maverick among Separate Baptists,” Baptist 
History and Heritage 48:1 (Spring 2013), 37–47.
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YOUR CHURCH DATE ORDERED

SHIPPING ADDRESS

CITY STATE  ZIP CODE

E-MAIL

MAIL this form with your check for the total amount to: 
BAPTISTWAY PRESS, Baptist General Convention of Texas,  

7557 Rambler Road, Suite 1200, Dallas, TX 75231–2388 
(Make checks to “BaptistWay Press”)

OR, CALL your order toll-free: 1-866-249-1799  
(M-Fri 8:30 a.m.-5:00 p.m. central time).

OR, E-MAIL your order to: baptistway@texasbaptists.org.

OR, ORDER ONLINE at www.baptistwaypress.org.  
(BE SURE TO VISIT OUR NEW WEBSITE)

We look forward to receiving your order! Thank you!


